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ABSTRACT OF THESIS 
This thesis proposes that civil society emerged during the late-Qing 
era, allowing for a transformation from traditional autocratic government 
towards a system with a representative nature. As the dynastic cycle came 
to a close during the first decade of the twentieth century, the government 
realized that certain changes were needed to save the monarchy, as well as to 
fend off foreign countries that wished to control more cities in China and 
establish unfair trade practices. Rather than attributing the ensuing reforms 
tothe Qing government, this thesis proposes that civil society emerged at this 
time, allowing for new institutions such as the provincial assemblies to 
develop in 1909. 
The conceptual framework that will be utilized originates from recent 
debates over civil society in modern and contemporary China, as well as 
from accepted studies of Chinese history. Using themes from these 
discussions, I will demonstrate ways in which civil society has been applied 
to the Chinese case. As some historians have denied civil society to the 
Chinese case, or have utilized a universal conception in their analyses, they 
have thus exhibited a disregard for the structural basis present in China that 
allowed civil society to emerge during the late-Qing period. I will therefore 
devise a conceptual understanding of civil society in the Chinese case that 
incorporates specific features of China's long history and culture, namely 
ideas advanced by Mencius and the Legalists that are complementary to the 
concept of civil society. Moreover, in using the case of the provincial 
assemblies, I will present a major outcome of civil society in modern China. 
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During the last decade of the Qing dynasty, a number of significant 
social and political reforms took place in China. While much of the progress 
made in political areas was hampered by ensuing developments after the 
1 911 Revolution, these efforts are worth examining for a number of reasons. 
Specifically, one important development that has often been overshadowed by 
the 191 1 Revolution was the establishment of the 1 909- 1 91 1 provincial 
assemblies. As China had never experienced such forms of representative 
government, these assemblies were to pave the way for future plans of a 
constitution and a national parliament. While the latter two never developed 
during the late-Qing era, a provisional National Assembly was inaugurated 
on October 1, 1 9 1 O. 1 
Various explanations could account for the development of the 
provincial assemblies. One could conceivably argue that the Qing Court 
initiated the assemblies in order to strengthen its own legitimacy, which by 
the end of the nineteenth century had witnessed rapid deterioration. Pointing 
to the New Policies (xin zheng),2 one could also add support for the Qing 
government's sincerity in promoting reforms. Mary Rankin describes the 
New Policies as "the governmental decision to embark upon a sustained 
1 Cameron, Meribeth E. The Reform Movement in China, 1 898-1 91 2, 
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1 931, page 1 24. 
2Esherick, Joseph W. and Mary Backus Rankin. "Concluding Remarks," in Joseph W. 
Esherick and Mary Backus Rankin, eds. Chinese Local ~Iites and Patterns of 
Dominance, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1 990, page 337. 
1 
effort at bureaucratically directed state-building ... "3 These particular 
reforms spanned from 1902 .until 1907.4 Rankin also explains that "the 
New Policies created new organizational resources and new opportunities for 
either cooperation or conflict between extra-bureaucratic elites and the Qing 
state." 5 
This thesis will argue tothe contrary, however, maintaining that the 
Qing government's sincerity to initiate plans for parliamentary and 
constitutional government was not credible. One may then question how the 
assemblies were able to commence in 1 909 at a time in which China was 
still governed by a monarchy. Additionally, how were the assemblies able to 
enact legislation that pertained to matters such as tax collection, the 
provincial budget, social issues, and education? While the Court had believed 
that the assemblies would be utilized solely to advance the interests of the 
gentry,6 measures were actually taken in the assemblies to improve the 
lives of a wide range of people, not just those with political influence. As will 
be shown in chapter six, citizens were able to propose measures in the 
assemblies, along with the assemblymen and provincial governors and 
viceroys. 
The emergence of civi I society clearly addresses the complete 
climate of China during the late-Qing era. This thesis will show that civil 
3Rankin, Mary Backus. Elite Activism and Political Transformation in China: 
Zhejiang Province 1 865-1 911. Stanford: Stanford University Press,l 986, 
page 202. 
4Esherick and Rankin, 1990, page 337. 
SRankin, 1 986, page 203. 
6Fincher, John H. Chinese Democracy: The Self-Government Movement in Local. 
Provincial and National Politics. 1 906-1 914, Canberra: Australian National 
University Press, 1 981, page 1 09. 
2 
society emerged as venues were established in which people from various 
backgrounds could discuss their needs for improving local issues as well as 
national ones. These forums included associations to promote constitutional 
and parliamentary government as well as the press, new schools, and social 
and recreational organizations. Subsequently, from these new arenas of 
public discussion, diverse groups of people were able to work together to 
build and operate the provincial assemblies upon the announcement of the 
Qing government's plans for parliamentary forms of government. While the 
assemblies were not completely autonomous from the state, as they were 
established by a Court edict, the assemblymen were able to take initiative 
and reach decisions that were not affiliated tothe state agenda. 
The remainder of this introductory chapter will address the concept of 
civil society in Western political theory. Interpretations of civil society by 
China scholars in North America will also be presented in order to 
comprehend their arguments of civil society in the Chinese case, some of 
which will be further discussed in chapter two. Finally, the relevance and 
organization of this thesis will be outlined in the last sections of this 
chapter. 
Civil Society as a Theoretical Concept 
The term civil society has experienced a long history in Western 
political philosophy, witnessing numerous changes since it was derived from 
Aristotle's concept of politike koinonia (political society/community).7 The 
notion of politike koinonia did not differentiate between state and society, but 
7 Arato, Andrew, and Jean L. Cohen. Civil Society and Political Theory, 
Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1 992, page 84. 
3 
was rather based on an ideal notion that all citizens could participate in both 
ruling and being ruled.8 It was this term, however, from which the Latin 
term societas civilis was translated. 9 
Arato and Cohen describe the metamorphosis of the concept of c i v i I 
society, stating that the modern meaning developed as feudalism gave way to 
absolutism. They note that the modern state came into being when princes 
seized power of the state. However, even while the estates and corporate 
organizations that had been powerful under feudalism became depoliticized 
under the absolute rule of the prince, these realms nevertheless maintained 
their corporate status and organizational capacity.10 Arato and Cohen explain 
this new relationship: 
before the absolutist state could disorganize and level its corporate 
rivals in the name of the universal status of the subject of the state, 
a countermovement already began to reorganize 'society' against the 
state through associations and forms of public life that may have 
drawn on the resources of estate independence, religious dissent, and 
economic entrepreneurship but that embodied new egalitarian secular 
principles of organization. 1 1 
Despite the magnitude of research and commentary on the subject of 
civil society, a concise definition has yet to emerge. Through their detailed 
study of the history of civil society, Arato and Cohen have formulated their 
own definition, labelling it a "sphere of social interaction between economy 
and state, composed above all of the intimate sphere (especially the fa m i Iy) , 
the sphere of associations (especially voluntary associations), social 
8Ibid., page 84-5. 
9lbid. 
lOlbid., page 86. 
l1lbid. 
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movements, and . forms of public communication."12 While such an 
understanding is general and open to broad interpretation, it nonetheless 
demonstrates the difficulties involved when attempting to define c iv i I 
society. 
Edward Shils' definition of civil society is also pertinent and useful. 
He views it as "the idea of a part of society which has a life of its own, which 
is distinctly different from the state, and which is largely in autonomy from 
it. "13 This concept has three components, according to Shils. The first is 
that it must consist of multiple autonomous institutions, such as those in 
economic, religious, intellectual and political spheres, all of which must be 
differentiated from the state. 14 He also notes that civil society must hold 
special relationships with the state, which are safeguarded by distinct 
institutions that ensure the separation between the two. Finally, civil society 
must possess civil manners.15 Shils admits that this complete notion is often 
overlooked while narrow concepts have assumed the name of civil society. 
He also argues that since the state sets the laws, civil society cannot operate 
as an entirely independent realm. However, civil society is distinct from 
the state in that it works within the limits of the laws and chooses its own 
actions. 16 
In relation to the Chinese case, Mary Rankin, William Rowe and 
12Ibid., page ix. 
13Shils, Edward. "The Virtue of Civil Society," Government and Opposition, 
vo1.26, no.1, 1991, page 3. 




Frederic Wakeman have addressed the obscurity of the concept of civil society 
and the difficulties inherent , in using such a complex theory. Rankin notes 
that while civil society has been a prominent topic in Western political 
theory since the seventeenth century, it has also "assumed djfferent 
historical forms under 'weak' states like England or 'strong' ones like France 
or Germany." 17 Therefore, depending on the application of civil society, its 
characteristics can vary. 
William Rowe has also addressed the inconsistencies found in the 
utilization of this concept. He notes that while it has been steadily employed 
in European political philosophy since the days of Thomas Hobbes, civil 
society has always been subjected to various interpretations. Rowe explains 
that 
only gradually did the notion emerge of a civil society autonomous and 
counterposed to the state, but even then, as for example in Hegel, it 
was as often as not invoked to serve largely statist agendas. 
Throughout the history of this debate, it seems to me, the precise 
referent or content of this civil society escaped definition.18 
Rowe continues toexplain that the task of defining civil society was virtually 
non-existent until twentieth-century theorists, namely Jurgen Habermas, 
attempted to define some of its specific characteristics. 
Another China scholar, Frederic Wakeman, understands the concept of 
civil society as two separate definitions. He describes one as the Marxist idea 
of private economic activities that are conducted in spheres outside of the 
government. The other is what he terms "the European liberal sense of 
17Rankin, Mary Backus. "Some Observations on a Chinese Public Sphere," Modern 
China, vol. 19, no.2, April 1993, page 1 58. 
18Rowe, William T. "The Problem of 'Civil Society' in Late Imperial China," 
Modern China, vol.1 9, no.2, April 1993, page 141-142. 
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'political society.~"19 The above authors have discussed the issue of civil 
society in late imperial China and have reached their own conclusions 
regarding the applicability of this concept towards the Chinese case, as will 
be shown in the following chapter. 
Relevance of Thesis 
The amount and availability of primary resources limits the extent 
to which rightful conclusions can be drawn from these historical events 
during the late-Qing era. This thesis will therefore make its contributions in 
the task of devising a conceptual model of civil society in the Chinese case. 
Since Chinese cultural and historical characteristics present circumstances 
that differ from the West, any discussion of civil society in the Chinese case 
must consider these differences to better understand if and how civil society 
could emerge. Specifically, Mencius and the Legalists will be shown to have 
supported some ideas that are complementary to characteristics of c iv i I 
society. While these ancient schools of thought can not completely explain 
the emergence of civil society in late-Qing China, they can help to dispel 
notions that China never possessedtraits that would allow for civil society to 
emerge. 
Organization of Thesis 
This thesis will be divided into six more chapters. Since China 
scholars have used Jurgen Habermas' theories in their analyses of the 
Chinese case, a basic understanding of his concepts of the public sphere, the 
19Wakeman, Frederic, Jr. "The Civil Society and Public Sphere 
Debate: Western Reflections on Chinese Political Culture," Modern China, 
vo1.19, no.2, April 1993, page 11 O. 
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press, and public . opinion will first be introduced in chapter two. The 
current debate over civil society in late-Qing China will be addressed next, 
utilizing Rankin, Rowe and Wakeman's arguments to demonstrate various 
ways in which civil society has been used as a conceptual model for activity 
in late-Qing China. Additionally, commentary from scholars who have 
contributed to discussions of civil society in contemporary China will also 
be outlined. Their arguments can provide some general characteristics of 
civil society as applied tothe Chinese case. Chapter two will conclude with 
an explanation of civil society with Chinese characteristics. This 
understanding wi 11 guide the following chapters which wi 11 discuss events 
leading to the establishment and operation of the provincial assemblies. 
The third chapter will address the dynamics of civil society in late-
Qing China, focusing on groups active in political, economic and social 
spheres. These groups will be shown to have promoted their own ideas for 
new forms of government and modernization in order to save China from the 
threats that lingered across the ocean, as well as on its own territory. The 
press and public opinion in late Qing-China will also be reviewed tofurther 
portray the channels of independent activity that were separate from the 
state. This chapter aims to depict the background in which the provincial 
assemblies were able to develop into primarily autonomous bodies to 
further political pursuits, which sometimes paralleled national interests. 20 
Subsequently, the fourth chapter wi II outline the creation of the 
provincial assemblies, including a description of the organizations that were 
responsible for promoting and holding elections for the assemblies. Voter and 
20Rankin, 1986, page 245. In this excerpt, Rankin cites John Fincher's 
research and conclusions on the 1 909-1 911 provincial assemblies. 
8 
candidate qualifications will also be discussed, showing that while political 
institutions in China were ,not open to universal participation, they 
nevertheless enabled a larger portion of the population to participate in 
politics than in the past. Participation will be shown to have resulted from 
the presence of civil society and from expanding public spheres. 
Chapter five will cover general characteristics of the provincial 
assemblies from 1 909-1 911, including issues debated in the meetings, 
resolutions that were passed, as well as the assembly members' backgrounds. 
The aim of this chapter is to show the types of results that can occur when 
mUltiple groups that are located outside the state are responsible for 
determining procedures. The ability of members from various assemblies to 
organize and petition the Qing government to form a national parliament will 
also be depicted to illustrate the strength of the assembly members. 
Finally, chapter SIX will discuss both the Jiangsu and Hubei 
assemblies in order to illustrate the particular procedures of these 
assemblies. This chapter also aims to show that civil society was the real 
force behind the assemblies, not the Court or the provincial governments. In 
addition, the career of the Jiangsu Assembly speaker, Zhang Jian, will be 
portrayed to further describe the new type of gentry-merchant that evolved 
during the late-Qing era. Zhang Jian's career and achievements are not 
insignificant to the provincial assemblies, as he has been described as "the 
best-known gentry-reformer and constitutionalist" during his time. 21 The 
establishment of the Budget Defense Society wi II also be shown to have 
developed as participants outside the state were able to put their self-
interests aside andjoin together to advance provincial matters. 
21Ibid., page 191. 
9 
In sum, the ensuing chapters will argue that civil society developed 
at the end of the Qing dynasty, allowing deviation from the traditional 
autocratic government. By examining the provincial assemblies, I will 
argue that they were developed as a Court response to civil society. Joan 
Judge maintains that the Qing government's lingering implementation of its 
reforms "had rapidly made it clear tothe reformers that the official program 
of constitutional preparation was merely a mask for the recentralization of 
dynastic power. "22 Geng Yunzhi further relates that "the councils were 
brought into being by the Qing government merely to calm down the clamour 
of the constitutionalists. "23 While the specific activities initiated by people 
outside of the state during this period may have been new to China, some 
ideas that are complementary to civil society will be shown to have been set 
through influential schools of thought from pre-modern Chinese history. 
22Judge, Joan. "Public Opinion and the New Politics of Contestation in the Late 
Qing, 1 904-1 911 ," Modern China, vo1.20, no.1, January 1 994, page 64. 
23Geng Yunzhi. "The Bourgeois Constitutionalists and the Provincial Councils at the 




CIVIL SOCIETY AND LATE IMPERIAL CHINA 
Within the last decade, a sizeable amount of research has been 
devoted to the debate over civil society in late imperial China. This rise in 
discussion has been attributed to a number of factors, one of which was the 
1989 pro-democracy movement in China. Numerous scholars have 
interpreted the events that lead to the Tiananmen incident as a re-emergence 
of civil society. 1 Another set of significant events took place in Eastern 
Europe around that same time, inspiring Eastern European scholars also to 
describe the democracy movements in their countries in terms of are-
emergence of civil society. 
Additionally, 1 989 also marked the first publication of the English 
translation of Jurgen Habermas' The Structural Transformation of the Public 
Sphere. This book spurred further discussion on activities that had political 
implications but which took place outside the state. It was therefore from 
this time that many Western scholars began to apply the terms 'c iv i I 
society' and 'public sphere' to modern and contemporary China. 2 
Consequently, symposia3 and other forms of commentary within the past 
1 Wakeman, 1 993, page 110. 
2Madsen, Richard. "The Public Sphere, Civil Society and Moral Community," 
Modern China, vo1.19, no.2, April 1993, page 184. 
3Wakeman refers to the following discussions on this topic: 
1) A panel entitled "Civil Society in People's China" at the annual meeting of the 
Association for Asian Studies in April 1 991 in New Orleans, Louisiana. 
2) Papers addressing this issue at the American-European Symposium on State vs. 
Society in East Asian Traditions in 1 991 in Paris. 
3) A forum at the Woodrow Wilson Center in Washington, D.C. to discuss "Did China 
Ever Enjoy a Civil Society?" in November 1991. 
4) Discussions at the Berkeley-Fudan conference on China's mOdernization efforts 
, , 
decade have been devoted to questions concerning civil society and the public 
sphere in both modern and contemporary China. 
With due attention to these recent discussions, this chapter ~i II be 
. divided into four sections. As Jurgen Habermas' ideas have been widely 
utilized by China scholars, his concepts of the public sphere, the press, and 
public opinion will be addressed in the first part of this chapter. The second 
part will evaluate the recent debate over civil society in late-Qing China. 
Becoming familiar with the ways in which Western the.ories have been 
applied to the Chinese case can reveal the possibilities, as well as the 
barriers, encountered when engaging in such an analysis. The third part 
will address discussions on civil society in contemporary China. Reviewing 
these studies can further show how civil society has been applied to the 
Chinese case. 
Finally, a discussion of civil society with Chinese characteristics 
wi II be depicted in the last part of this chapter. By considering 
ingredients from China's long history, we can evaluate which particulars, if 
any, would support the emergence of civil society given certain conditions and 
institutions. Benjamin Schwartz contends that "in China dominant cultural 
orientations do exist which, as indicated, may find their origins in the 
prehistoric past. There may be others which only emerge with the rise of 
civilization ... "4 Specifically, some ideas of Mencius and the Legalists 
contain components that are compatible to the concept of civil society. 
held in May · and June 1 992 in Shanghai. 
S) A symposium held by the Joint European-American Committee on Cooperation in 
East Asian Studies that discussed civil society/public sphere held in October 1 992 
in Montreal. 
see Wakeman, 1 993, page 108. 
4Schwartz, Benjamin I. The World of Thought in Ancient China, C.ambridge, MA: The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1 985, page 9. 
12 
Therefore, an understanding of how Chinese society has been influenced by 
these theories can help facilitate a more complete comprehension of the 
ways in which civil society could emerge at the end of the Qing-era. 
Habermas and the Public Sphere 
Contemporary China scholars5 have utilized Jurgen Habermas' 
concept of the public sphere in their studies of modern China. Therefore, 
Habermas' ideas should be discussed in order to comprehend recent debates 
on civil society in the Chinese case. For Habermas, while civil society and 
the public sphere are related, each have distinct characteristics. These 
differences are important to comprehend, as some China scholars have 
interchangeably used the terms of public sphere and civil society. 6 
To begin with, Habermas states that in the view of modern natural 
law, "civil society was always contrasted with public authority or 
government as a sphere that is private in its entirety. "7 In his definition of 
civil society, Habermas includes the following as ingredients that constitute 
this realm: 
Ssee: 1) Huang, Philip. '''Public Sphere' /'Civil Society' in China?: The Third 
Realm Between State and Society," Modern China, vo1.19, 
no.2, 1 993, pp. 21 6-240. 
2) Madsen, 1 993. 
3) Dirlik, Arif. "Civil Society/Public Sphere in Modern China: As Critical 
Concepts Versus Heralds of Bourgeois Modernity," Chinese Social 
Sciences Quarterly, Summer 1 993, pp. 1 0-1 7. 
4) Rankin, 1993. 
5) Rowe, 1993. 
6Calhoun, Craig. "Civil Society and Public Sphere," a paper presented at the 
University of North Carolina, December 1 2, 1 992, page 1 2. 
7Habermas, Jurgen. "Further Reflections on the Public Sphere," in Craig Calhoun, 
Habermas and the Public Sphere, Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1 992, 
page 433. 
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voluntary unions outside the realm of the state and the economy and 
ranging (to give some examples in no particular order) from 
churches, cultural assQciations, and academies to independent media, 
sport and leisure clubs, debating societies, groups of concerned 
citizens, and grass-roots petitioning drives a II the way to 
occupational associations, political parties, labor unions, and 
'alternative institutions' 8 
Aside from their own specific functions, Habermas explains that these 
institutions foster equality and liberty. They also restructure the state into 
a systel1) that embraces democratic procedures.9 I n discussing the 
relationship between civil society and the public sphere, Habermas believes 
that the latter determines if and to what extent members of civil society can 
"bring about changes in the spectrum of values, topics, and reasons 
channelled by external influences." 1 0 
As for the public sphere,11 Habermas describes it as a realm outside 
of the state that consists of institutions, procedures, and communications, 
as well as conducive political, social, and economic conditions in which 
rational conclusions can be reached through the expression of opinion and 
w i 11.12 His ideas differ from other models that have also described public 
spheres. The liberal model advanced by Kant and the civic virtue model of 
Hannah Arendt discuss participation only in narrow circumstances, namely 
8Ibid., page 453. 
9Ibid., page 454. 
'Olbid, page 455. 
, 'While Habermas explains that multiple public spheres can exist in a given 
community, the singular form of the term will be frequently used in this thesis to 
describe it as a concept. 
, 2Ibid., page 446. 
14 
with land-based g~ntry and citizens in the Greek polis, respectively.13 For 
Habermas, instead of being confined to these restrictive political realms, 
participation can be attained not only in political spheres, but also in 
cultural and social spheres. 14 In other words, Habermas' concept, of the 
public sphere is more inclusive than these other models and can vary 
according to the circumstances in each situation. I n comparing these three 
models, Seyla Benhabib praises Habermas' public sphere because it "comes 
into existence whenever and wherever all affected by general social and 
political norms of action engage in a practical discourse, evaluating their 
validity."15 
The concept of communicative rationality is fundamental to 
Habermas' theory of the public sphere. By communicative rationality, 
Habermas does not just mean mere communication. 16 Specifically, the 
communicative model of action assumes that participants are rational when 
they can profess their ideas and respond to criticism by substantiating their 
points with evidence. A rational actor can also include one who supports 
an "established norm and is able, when criticized, to justify his action by 
explicating the given situation in the light of legitimate expectations." 17 
Habermas professes that through communicative rationality, 
13Benhabib, Seyla. "Models of Public Space: Hannah Arendt, the Liberal Tradition, 
and Jurgen Habermas," in Craig Calhoun, ed. Habermas and the Public 
Sphere, Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1 992, page 86. 
14lbid. 
1 Slbid., page 87. 
16Habermas, Jurgen. The Theory of Communicative Action: Volume 1: Reason and 
the Rationalization of Society, translated by Thomas McCarthy, Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1984, page 101. 
17Ibid., page 1 S. 
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"different participants overcome their merely subjective views and, owing 
. . .. ' .. - ~ . . . . 
to the mutuality of rationally motivated conviction, assure themselves of both 
the unity of the objective world and the intersubjectivity of their 
I ifeworl d." 18 If participants are rational, Habermas explain~ they can then 
come to an understanding. The aim of reaching an understand!ng is "to bring 
about an agreement that terminates in the intersubjective mutuality of 
reciprocal understanding, shared knowledge, mutual trust, and accord with 
one another." 19 
The public sphere facilitates communicative rationality, as it 
provides venues in which participants can meet. Habermas explains thqt "a 
discursive forma~ion of opinion and will can be institutionalized in such a 
fashion that it becomes possible to bridge the gap between enlightened se I f-
interest and orientation to the common good, between the roles of client and 
citizen."20 He further emphasizes that rational conclusions can be made in 
the public sphere through discursive communication when discussion is 
"unsubverted by power, within a public sphere that is not geared toward 
decision making but toward discovery and problem resolution and that in this 
sense is nonorganized."21 
According to Habermas, the public sphere was able to emerge as it had 
been "guided specifically by such private experiences as grew out of the 
18Ibid., page 10. 
19Habermas, Jurgen. Communication and the Evolution of Society, translated by 
Thomas McCarthy, Toronto: Beacon Press, 1979, page 3. 
20Habermas, in Calhoun, 1 992, page 449. 
21Ibid., page 451. 
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audience-oriented ~ubjectivity of the conjugal family's intimate domain."22 
Furthermore, the public sphere appears in both literary circles and in 
politics. Habermas describes the transformation from the literary to the 
political public sphere in the following: 
As soon as privatized individuals in their capacity as human beings 
ceased to communicate merely about their subjectivity but rather in 
their capacity as property-owners desired to influence public power 
in their common interest, the humanity of the literary public sphere 
served to increase the effectiveness of the public sphere in the 
political realm.23 
The power of the political public sphere, as described by Habermas, is "the 
regulation of civil society."24 He further characterizes the functions of the 
political public sphere as generating its legitimacy through communications, 
as well as manipulating its power through channels of the press in order to 
gain loyalty from the public. 2S 
Again, in emphasizing discursive communication, Habermas writes 
that the political public sphere depicts "all those conditions of 
communication under which there can come into being a discursive 
formation of opinion and will on the part of a public composed of the citizens 
of the state."26 However, in explaining the ways in which decisions are 
reached through public opinion, Habermas writes that this phenomenon 
refers to the discursive redemption of normative validity claims, for 
it anchors the validity of norms in the possibility of a rationally 
founded agreement on the part of all those who might be affected, 
22Habermas, Jurgen. The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An 
Inquiry Into a Category of Bourgeois Society, translated by Thomas Burger, 
Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1 994, page 28. 
23Ibid., page 56. 
24Ibid., page 52. 
2SHabermas, in Calhoun, 1 992, page 452. 
26Ibid., page 446. 
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insofar as they take on the role of participants in a rational debate. 27 
He explains that a desire to oppose censorship laws and to promote freedom of 
speech, as well as a "politicization of associational life", also contributed 
toward the evolution of communication in the public sphere. 28 
As for the institutions of the public sphere, Habermas discusses the 
importance of coffee houses and salons in Europe as fostering public 
discussion, which suggest a small audience that would have face-to-face 
interaction. He also ascribes significance to the press, which he has 
depicted as having evolved through three stages, the first of which was 
characterized as solely reporting the news. The second stage emerged as the 
functions of the press transformed from strictly reporting the news to 
communicating opinion and commentary. For Habermas, it was during this 
second stage when the press played an instrumental role in advancing the 
development of the political public sphere. 29 Besides the new role of the 
newspapers, a reading public also developed, as did a whole new field of 
critical debate. Habermas explains that "the privatized individuals coming 
together to form a public also reflected critically and in public on what they 
had read, thus contributing to the process of enlightenment which they 
together promoted." 30 Besides newspapers, scholarly journals in Europe also 
adopted a format of commentary on moral and political issues. 31 
27Ibid., page 447. 
28Ibid., page 424. 
29Habermas, 1994, page 182. 
30lbid., page 51. 
31lbid. 
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The final stage of the press emerged with the commencement of the 
constitutional state, when it changed its focus towards earning profits. 
Protected by a constitution, the press was therefore "released from the 
pressure totake sides ideologically."32 Habermas emphasizes that in order to 
achieve "communication of all practices of rational debate,"33 a constitution 
is needed to ensure that citizens can carry out their wishes without coercion 
from the state or other powers. He also expresses that constitutional law 
protected the public sphere as "a set of basic rights concerned the sphere of 
the public engaged in rational-critical debate (freedom of opinion and 
speech, freedom of the press, freedom of assembly and association, etc.) and 
the political function of private people in this public sphere (right of 
petition, equality of vote, etc.)." 34 
To sum up the above, Habermas suggests that when people ccme 
together in the public sphere, they are able to reach understanding through 
discursive communication. Although they come into the public sphere with 
their own subjective beliefs, through rational discussion they can surpass 
their initial inclinations and reach an understanding with the other 
participants. Both the literary and political public spheres were able to 
emerge due to a number of factors. Reciprocal discussion in salons and 
coffee houses created public opinion. Media such as newspapers, journals and 
magazines were then instrumental in dispersing public opinion before the 
implementation of constitutional law in Europe. These forms of media were 
not just concerned with making a profit, but in circulating new ideas, 
debates and other forms of opinion. The following sections of this chapter 
32lbid. 
33Habermas, in Calhoun, 1 992, page 449. 
34Habermas, 1994, page 83. 
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wi 11 further illustrate the broader components of the public sphere, which 
include certain social and political conditions. 
Habermas As Applied to the Chinese Case 
Rankin recognizes that while Habermas' theories cannot completely 
conform to the Chinese case, they are still useful when studying social and 
political developments during the late-Qing era. Moreover, Rankin explains 
that "even if the details of the bourgeois public sphere do not fit Chinese 
history, the idea of intermediate arenas in which open, public initiatives are 
undertaken by both officials and the populace seems useful in understanding 
relationships between the two."35 For instance, she argues that the "certain 
patterns of elite public participation were being established based on groups 
and localities, rather than individuals and private property ... "36 
William Rowe also recognizes that Habermas' ideas cannot always fit 
the Chinese case when he writes that "the use of Habermas' ideas by 
historians would likely not meet the author's approval. He emphatically 
argues that the concept of the public sphere was not only temporally, but also 
culturally, specific ... "37 On the other hand, Rowe praises Habermas' 
concept of the public sphere as having "offered a conceptual scheme for those 
working on changing conceptions of social space, social construction of gender 
roles, friendship and domesticity, and literacy and popular culture. "38 Rowe 
3SRankin, 1993, page 1 60. 
36Ibid., page 1 69. 
37Rowe, William. "The Public Sphere in Modern China," Modern China, vo1.16, 
no.3 , July 1 990, page 31 4. 
38Ibid., page 309. 
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believes that Haber~as' ideas can apply in part to late-Qing China to describe 
what Rowe labels an "increaseq scope for elite or communal appropriation of 
local political authority." 39 
Rankin and Rowe's arguments demonstrate understanding of cultural 
differences between the Chinese case and those in the West. However, ooe 
should also be aware of the potential danger in applying Western theories to 
Eastern societies and vice versa. Cultural differences can account for many of 
the barriers that prevent one from applying theoretical concepts 
universally. Without accounting for such specifics, concepts of civil society 
are therefore subject to misuse when utilized in such broad generalizations. 
For instance, X.L. Ding warns that the absolute dichotomy of state-civil 
society is idealistic and culturally insensitive to East Asian cases, causing 
illusive comparisons to those in the West. 4o 
Philip Huang has also pointed out that significant differences between 
European developments and those in China must be recognized when engaging 
in such a comparison. He notes the different rates of development in the 
Chinese case when he writes that 
in late Qing and early Republican China, however, national societal 
integration and modern statemaking did not advance nearly as far. 
There was the involuntary persistence of a peasant economy and 
natural-village society rather than a full-blown transformation to 
modern urban industrial society. 41 
However, Huang continues to explain that new institutions such as chambers 
39Rowe, 1993, page 148. 
40Ding, X.L. "Institutional Amphibiousness and the Transition from Communism: 
The Case of China," British Journal of Political Science, vo1.24, pt.3, July 
1994, page 317. 
41Huang, 1993, page 231. 
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of commerce and self-government societies allowed new forms of 
participation for members ,not employed by the state. Huang thus 
acknowledges the differences between given cultures, but at the same time 
recognizes that forms of autonomous activity emerged at the end of th,e Qing 
dynasty. Accordingly, while new channels of independent activity can be 
viewed during given periods in the European and Chinese cases, the 
environments in which they emerged were different. 
Recent Debate on Civil Society in Late-Qing China 
In the United States, Mary Rankin was the first China scholar to 
describe late imperial China in terms of a public sphere. 42 Wi"iam Rowe 
has also written extensively on civil society and the public sphere in late 
imperial China, especially in his research of nineteenth-century Hankou. 43 
Frederic Wakeman, on the other hand, has denounced their findings, 
questioning the degree of autonomy described in their arguments. As these 
discussions are well-known in the area of China studies, further 
examination will follow to show some ways in which civil society has been 
applied to the Chinese case. 
Rankin versus Wakeman 
Mary Rankin has written that while civil society has been defined in 
numerous ways, ultimately "an essential core seems to be the existence of 
42see Dirlik, 1993, page 13. 
43see Rowe, William T. Hankow: Commerce and Society in a Chinese City, 1 796-
1889,Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1 984; 
Rowe, William T. Hankow: Conflict and Community in a Chinese City, 1796-1895, 
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1 989. 
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social associations r:lot dominated by the state and capable of affecting official 
pol icy. "44 Although she has not discussed the degree to which late-Qing 
China experienced civil society, she does maintain that 
from the late Ming onward there was a continuous, slowly 
developing, public sphere in China involving both state and social 
power, but it was different from the beginnings of civil society in the 
West. Some institutions and practices characteristic of civil society 
appeared in the late nineteenth century and expanded during the first 
three decades of the twentieth century.45 
Rankin believes that the public spheres that emerged during the late-Qing era 
were "produced more by state-societal relations than by the nature of 
economic development."46 She cites from David Strand's research, stressing 
that one should acknowledge that political climates in China have 
traditionally been characterized by "consensus, a sense of public 
responsibility, and a fusion of administration and representation. "47 
In her research of modern China, Rankin argues that local public 
management48 was able to flourish during the end of the Ming dynasty, and 
carried over into the Qing because" it did not confront state power; on the 
contrary, local officials often positively encouraged public initiatives or 
44Rankin, 1993, page 1 59. 
4Slbid., page 1 58. 
46Ibid., page 1 77. 
4 llbid., page 171. 
48Rankin explains public management as "a whole suite of local elite activities 
including discussion; sponsorship or establishment of institutions for welfare, 
education, religious purposes, social betterment or defense (tang, yuan, temples, 
schools, militia, etc.) and any accompanying societies; donation or solicitation of 
funds; supervision or direct management of both initial construction and ongoing 
activities and finances; and building or repair of local infrastructure like roads, 
bridges, dikes, and wharves that did not necessarily require permanent 
institutional organization." from Rankin, 1993, page 1 61. 
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enlisted social elit~s to run officially established institutions."49 She has 
found that new avenues of autpnomy were opened at this time that enabled 
people outside of the state to work independently. 50 For instance, in cases of 
welfare management, the local elite learned for the first time to organize, 
raise funds, and direct various features of public affairs. These skills 
provided knowledge and ability to perform management tasks and to make 
decisions that did not involve state coercion or influence. According to Rankin, 
these practices "not only mimicked bureaucratic governance but also 
paralleled direction of private business and lineage affairs." 51 
In a specific case, Rankin depicts new autonomous activity among the 
local elite in Nanxun city, Zhejiang province in their management of taxes. 
She believes that the Nanxun silk bureau (siye gongsuo) that was established 
at the insistence of the silk merchants in 1864 to collect and administer 
taxes on silk allowed new activity among the merchants and local elite. 52 Such 
organizations coincided with the end of the Jijia tax system, in which taxes 
had been collected by men with low status and little wealth who worked 
according to a mandatory rotation system. The tax collector's job had 
therefore been viewed as a tedious duty with little prominence. 53 However, 
after mandatory collection was eliminated, the job was no longer seen as a 
burden. Rankin explains that as a result, "more prestigious elites might 
move into this arena--redefining participation as charitable concern for 
49Ibid., page 164. 
50lbid., page 168. 
51Ibid., page 164. 
52Rankin, 1 986, page 98. 
53Rankin, 1993, page 1 60. 
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local well-being a~d using it to enhance their local standing."54 She thus 
argues that organizations s~ch as the Nanxun silk bureau not only 
experienced new types of autonomous activity, but also helped to transform 
the public's attitudes. 
Criticizing Rankin's conclusions, Wakeman claims that she fails to 
verify the autonomy of the new gentry during the late-Qing era. 55 For 
instance, Wakeman faults Rankin's example of the silk bureau, as he cites 
that it was forced to close by the prefect after only ten years of operation. 56 
Wakeman writes that 
the main source for the supposedly autonomous activities of the 
gentry of Nanxun, one of Rankin's key examples of new elite 
management, was for ten years a public tax source-which was 
stanched, in effect, by the local prefect when he suspected pecu I ati 01 
by local gentry and merchants. 57 
Wakeman doubtsthe autonomy of the gentry and merchants because the si I k 
bureau was ultimately controlled by an appendage of the state. Rankin, 
however, speculates that the prefect of Huzhou city, Zong Yuanhan, felt 
threatened by the Nanxun managers. She argues that "the real problem 
seems to have been that they were behaving too independently for Zong's 
taste, even though he was often a strong supporter of managerial activity." 58 
From this example, Wakeman focuses on the eventual closure of the bureau 
rather than on the capacity of autonomous activity as found in management 
practices of the bureau while it existed. 
54Ibid., page 161 . 
55Wakeman, 1993, page 129. 
56Ibid., page 1 30. 
57Ibid., page 1 31 . 
58Rankin, 1986, page 1 31. 
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Additionally, in dismissing Rankin's claims, Wakeman fails to offer 
convincing explanations for the reforms and new developments that were 
initiated by groups outside of the state. In one instance, he cites Philip 
Kuhn's differentiation between civil society and nationalism. According to 
Kuhn, the provincial elite reformers were committed to the state and should 
be described as nationalists, not as members of civil society.59 Rankin, 
however, believes that nationalism and civil society can complement me 
another. She argues that 
if one looks at less individualistic characteristics of civil society, 
nationalism encouraged associations, inspired confrontations with 
state power, fostered political participation, and stimulated demands 
for constitutional guarantees and limitations on governmental 
power. 60 
Rankin further discusses the importance of patriotism in the beginning of the 
twentieth-century, stating that it was "most directly responsible for the 
growth of criticism, which was spread by the press as well as through elite 
networks and oppositional memorials. "61 
Rowe versus Wakeman 
Similarly, Wakeman finds shortcomings in Rowe's research on late 
nineteenth-century Hankou, as the latter contends that new institutions of 
communication were formed as changes occurred in the economy, society and 
politics. According to Rowe, these institutions created public opinion, which 
59Wakeman, 1993, page 132. 
60Rankin, 1 993-, page 1 72. 
61Rankin, 1986, page 25. 
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became channels of .potential strength vis-a-vis the state. 62 Specifically, he 
asserts that the newspaper Shenbao was directly connected to the growth of 
a public sphere formed by a new urban gentry in Hankou. For example, 
Shenbao featured a regular front-page editorial column entitled' fun . shuo' 
that discussed topics such as urban crime, foreign policy, and grain 
circulation. 63 
Rowe also emphasizes that in its first decades the paper never took a 
single editorial position, thus offering a wide range of opinions on a variety of 
issues. 64 In further defense of the significant role of the paper, Rowe states 
that 
most importantly, Shenbao offered discussions of models and 
strategies for local societal activism that were studied and frequently 
imitated in localities beyond those in which they were pioneered. As 
early as the 1870's the paper had thus become the forum, in the 
cities of the Yangzi valley and coastal China, for the antecedents of 
what Esherick has termed the 'urban reformist elite.'65 
Rowe thus attributes great importance to the press. Moreover, he has also 
linked the development of the media to the increased literacy rate, comparing 
the press in late nineteenth-century Hankou to Dickens' impact on the 
literacy rate in London. 66 
Wakeman, however, questions the actual newspaper readership in 
Hankou, stating that '~evidence of a public sphere, in that peculiarly 
62McCormick, Barrett, Su Shaozhi and Xiao Xiaoming. "The 1989 Democracy 
Movement: A Review of the Prospects for Civil Society in China," Pacific 
Affairs, vo1.65, no.2, Summer 1992, page 200. 





nineteenth-century, sense of an informed and critical public opinion, is 
dubious. "67 He feels that without statistics of Shenbao's readership, Rowe 
carelessly insinuates that the newspaper influenced the creation and 
distribution of public opinion in Hankou. However, just prior to his 
criticism of Rowe's discussion of public opinion and Shenbao , Wakeman 
states that of all the newspapers published at the end of the nineteenth 
century, "there was no widely circulated newspaper available for Hankou's 
public from the 1870's on other than Shenbao, which Rowe associated with 
the rise of an urban reformist elite that would presumably constitute China's 
new public sphere." 68 While any investigation of actual readership of the 
newspaper would prove futile, one can imagine that with only a single major 
newspaper accessible to people in Hankou, the significance of that paper 
would not be trivial. Had Wakeman been able to prove that Shenbao had a 
very low readership in Hankou, his argument would have been credible. 
However, he himself states that Shenbao was virtually the only newspaper 
available to people in that city, which therefore hinders his argument. 
Similarly, Wakeman's argument against Rowe fails to demonstrate 
legitimacy throughout his entire critique. In one case, he exhausts a 
paragraph arguing against the validity of Hankou as a city, thereby inferring 
that Rowe's discussion of a civil society in Hankou lacks credibility. 
Wakeman states that Hankou was not in possession of properties that 
traditionally defined Chinese cities, such as a city god, drum tower or bell 
tower. He further describes Hankou as an "entrepot: a city of mixed origins 
inhabited by immigrants and sojourners. "69 While Wakeman denounces 
67Wakeman, 1993, page 128. 
68lbid. 
69Ibid., page 11 7. 
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Rowe's argument on the basis of Hankou's legitimacy as a city, he himself 
sti 11 uses the term 'city', as shown in the previous quotation. Again, 
Wakeman's argument demonstrates contradiction. 
On the other hand, Rowe does address this question as he argues against 
the Weberian concept of a city. Weber based his notion of a modern city 00 
the precondition of urban autonomy. While this idea may be applicable to the 
European cases Weber studied, Rowe opposes such a criterion for China. 
Comparing the European and Chinese cases, Rowe explains that 
it also seems wrong to fault Chinese cities for failing to possess the 
particular manifestations of urban autonomy that appeared in the 
medieval European commune. Our failure to perceive in a given 
historical context the indicators we deem progressive may suggest 
simply that those indicators are specific to the Western path of 
development, or that we have too narrowly defined them in the first 
place.70 
In further response to these attacks, Rowe states that Wakeman fails 
to comprehend the degree of autonomy demonstrated by the commercial guilds 
and philanthropic associations on which he has written. Rowe maintains that 
the guilds were important to Hankou, accounting for "the most striking 
change" in social organization. 71 The increased membership of the guilds 
transformed their nature into one of inclusiveness, whereas in the past such 
guilds were quite exclusive. He further argues that 'organizational 
autonomy' was not as Wakeman has portrayed. Rowe maintains that 
"institutions such as those I describe could rarely operate in a manner 
directly counter tothe will of the bureaucratic administration. "72 Moreover, 
70Rowe, 1984, page 344. 
71Ibid., page 342. 
72Rowe, 1993, page 147. 
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the guilds undertook activities that often pertained to community service, 
which directly centered on the c~ty, not just its own members. 73 
The above examples also show that while Rankin and Rowe support 
forms of civil society and the public sphere in the Chinese case, their 
findings nevertheless lack a clear depiction of the cultural backgrounds that 
can help one to better understand how these spheres could emerge. As for 
Wakeman, his conclusions reject the notion of civil society in the Chinese 
case. Furthermore, his argument demonstrates that he did not look deeper 
into the cultural and historical traditions of China. The following section 
will show additional examples of China scholars that have discussed 
independent activity outside of the state in contemporary China. These 
examples, though, also fail to depict the deeper foundations of Chinese 
history and culture. 
Recent Discussion on Civil Society in Contemporary China 
Much of the recent literature that addresses a re-emergence of c iv i I 
society in China during 1989 can also contribute to discussions of civil 
society in the late-Qing era, as similar cultural backgrounds exist in both 
cases. Writing about contemporary China, McCormick, Su and Xiao contend 
that while civil society has been widely defined in numerous ways, some 
common characteristics tend to surface. They write that these definitions 
"call attention to the existence of a public sphere of discourse and debate in 
which society autonomously expresses a range of opinions which constrain 0 r 
influence the state." 74 Furthermore, they believe that civil society consists 
73Rowe, 1984, page 343. 
74McCormick, Su, and Xiao, 1 992, page 1 86. 
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of autonomous activity in political, social, and cultural organizations that 
are not controlled by the state, but occasionally have ties to the state. 75 These 
authors also show that autonomous activities and public opinion are 
significant characteristics of civil society in that they possess indepe~dent 
determination. 
The Question of Autonomy 
As demonstrated above, the issue of autonomy frequently appears i n 
studies of civil society. X.L. Ding describes civil society as "the non-state, 
or the limits of state action. The schema 'the state versus civil society' is 
used to refer to the public versus the private, the coercive versus the 
voluntary, or the compulsory versus the autonomous."76 Ding also writes 
that civic awareness alone does not constitute civil society. Even though 
sections of a society may demonstrate such an awareness, Ding believes that 
most societies show signs of independent spirit in one realm or another. 
Ding also regards autonomy as "the most important element of civil society. 
Civil society represents a domain of civic affairs that is outside of or, under 
special circumstances, in opposition to, the state."77 Ding is not unlike 
Wakeman in emphasizing the factor of autonomy necessary to civil society. 
On the other hand, civility, association, and openness also figure into Ding's 
concept, asserting that without concrete evidence of a" four factors, a civil 
society could not emerge. 78 
75lbid. 
7 GOing, 1 994, page 294. 
77Ibid., page 296. 
78lbid. 
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Other write~s have argued that the concept of autonomy is often 
incorrectly understood in the discussion of civil society. Deng Zhenglai and 
Jing Yuejin warn against accepting an absolute principle of autonomy, 
especially in a Chinese context. They believe that if complete autono.my is 
emphasized as the major defining factor in civil society, one would therefore 
disclaim the role of the state. 79 He Baogang further explains that while the 
role of civil society is indeed to deter extreme abuses of power by the state, it 
must also work with the state, not against it.80 This idea is particularly 
relevant to late Qing China, as state-society divisions were certainly unclear; 
official and non-official sectors sometimes overlapped, as well as those in the 
domains of the political and personal, governmental and market, public and 
private, and formal and informal. 81 
In their understanding of the cultural differences in the Chinese case, 
Ding and Huang have offered alternative conceptual models for spheres that 
are located partly outside the state. While they do not dismiss the idea of 
autonomous or semi-autonomous actors in Chinese society and politics, they 
feel that the Western state-society dichotomy cannot provide an adequate 
understanding of the Chinese case. I will therefore introduce Ding's concept 
of institutional amphibiousness82 and Huang's idea of a third realm83 toshow 
how the Chinese case differs from those in the West. However, I do not adqJt 
their concepts as full explanations, since I propose that civil society can be 
79He Baogang. "The Ideas of Civil Society in Mainland China and Taiwan, 1986-
92," Issues and Studies, vol. 31, no. 6, June 1995, page 40. 
80lbid. 
81 Ding, 1 994, page 31 7. 
82Ibid., page 297. 
83Huang, 1993, page 225. 
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applied to the Chine~e case if one understands that historical and cultural 
ingredients must be considered. 
I n the case of Ding's argument, the idea of institutional 
amphibiousness is defined as the ambiguous nature of organizations and 
institutions that possess ties to both the state and to spheres outside the state. 
Ding explains that his concept "also highlights the interweaving and 
interpenetration of different forces at play in political transitions. "84 Since 
Ding specifically refers to contemporary conditions in China under a 
Communist government, the institutions of the late-Qing era may not 
appropriately fit the above descriptions in their entirety. However, Ding's 
recognition of overlapping structures is valuable since many organizations 
can be viewed as having ties to the state in one way or another. For instance, 
actors both inside the state and outside were involved in establishing the 
provincial assemblies. Ding's argument is thus relevant in this case as it 
shows ways in which members from both spheres were involved in politics. 
According to Huang's argument, a third realm emerged in China 
during the late-Qing era and solidified during the twentieth century.8S Since 
administrative activities and public service enterprises were often 
undertaken both by the state and by members outside the state, Huang 
believes that a third realm can explain the areas in which these state and 
non-state officials worked together. Similar to Ding, Huang argues that the 
state-civil society dichotomy cannot fit the Chinese case. 86 Even without 
accepting an alternative concept such as Huang's, one should recognize that 
84Ding, 1 994, page 299. 
8SHuang, 1 993,' page 225. 
86Ibid., page 21 6. 
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his outline of the intricate institutions and relationships during the late-Qing 
era is useful in comprehending the unique differences in the Chinese case. 
Civil Society with Chinese Characteristics 
While civil society has not been defined according to size, it has often 
assumed traits that pertain to areas without such immense populations as in 
the case of China. As will be shown in the later chapters, activities of c iv i I 
society in China did not occur in every province. For example, some 
provinces were inhabited by constitutionalists, who will be shown to have 
exhibited autonomous activity in provinces in which they were concentrated. 
However, other provinces, particularly those in the northwest, did not 
demonstrate such activity nor were they home to great numbers of 
constitutionalists. Therefore, I would like to propose that similar to the 
public sphere, civil society in the Chinese case did not occur at the national 
level, but was applicable to the provinces and smaller localities, such as 
cities and counties. 
Furthermore, the concepts of civil society and public sphere have not 
been described in terms of size or rank in relation to one another. A 
comprehension of their association is helpful in analyzing a case study, such 
as the provincial assemblies. As for late-Qing China, the evidence available 
points toward a larger arena in which people could discuss their ideas. As 
will be shown in the following chapter, institutions typical of civil society 
such as constitutional preparation societies, new schools, and social clubs to 
name a few, were able to develop from this larger public sphere, as people 
presented and consolidated their ideas to establish and manage these and other 
organizations. Besides the institutions present in late-Qing China, certain 
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conditions were also ,in place that supported the notion of civil society. A 
discussion of these conditions wi 11 therefore follow. 
When applying a Western theory to a non-Western case, cultural 
differences will certainly emerge. Investigations of civil society in the 
Chinese case should therefore address the deeper traditions of Chinese 
politics and culture. Schwartz suggeststhat "cultural anthropology and the 
history of thought share a concern for the conscious life. "87 Therefore, by 
examining theories of ancient thinkers or schools of thought that have 
influenced politics and society in China, one may be able to better 
comprehend developments in modern politics, including the possibilities of 
civil society. 
Unfortunately, China scholars have too often overlooked the longer 
traditions of Chinese culture, especially those areas that affect politics. For 
example, one distinguished China scholar, Lucian Pye, has expressed that 
China never possessed traits that would foster a civil society. Pye believes 
that "the first and most essential characteristic of the persisting structure 
of Chinese politics has been the degree to which it has been a self-contained 
system very little influenced by citizens or nongovernmental elites. "88 Pye 
also writes that modern Chinese politics "has rarely reflected the higher 
ideals of the traditional political culture, for those who have controlled the 
movement of events have not been inspired by the higher traditions of a once 
87Schwartz, 1985, page 7. 
88 Pye, Lucian. The Spirit of Chinese Politics: A Psychocultural Study of the 
Authority Crisis in Political Development, Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 
1 968, page 1 3. 
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sophisticated civilization. "89 Furthermore, he concludes that "there was no 
hint of the doctrine basic to W~'stern thought that ideally the government 
should be responsive tothe spontaneous demands emanating from the larger 
society."90 These examples show how even well-known China scholars can 
carelessly interpret Chinese politics and culture. As will be shown below, 
concepts that Pye fails to comprehend in the Chinese past can actually be 
found in Chinese philosophy and modern history. 
Accordingly, in studying the principles of Mencius, one can find such 
concepts as man's ability to think for himself, a basic equality in human 
nature, and the primary role of the state to serve the people. All of these 
ideas are in agreement with civil society. Asan example, Mencius professed 
that men must use their heart/mind (xin) to achieve the Way (tao). "The 
office of the heart/mind is si (to think). When it thinks it gets things 
right; if it does not think, it cannot get things rig ht. "91 Moreover, he also 
believed that all men possessed the ability to become a sage, which was 
quite unusual in China during his lifetime. He concluded that "the trouble 
with man is surely not his lack of sufficient strength, but his refusal to make 
the effort. "92 
The notion that class and status did not play an important role in 
becoming a sage is also significant to Mencius' ideas. "In making friends 
89Ibid., page 39. 
90lbid., page 18. 
91 Mencius, as cited in Ivanhoe, Philip J. Ethics in the Confucian Tradition: The 
Thought of Mencius and Wang Yang-ming, Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1 990, 
page 92. 
92Mencius, translated by D.C. Lau, Great Britain: Penguin Books, 1970, Bk. VI, 
Part B, No.2. 
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with others, do not rely on the advantage of age, position or powerful 
relations. In making friends with someone you do so become of virtue, and 
you must not rely on any advantages you may possess. "93 Mencius' theory of 
human nature has been described as having "added a new and vital personal 
autonomy to the Confucian notion of morality. The heart/mind's reactions, to 
a large extent, came to replace the I i ( rites) as the guide for moral 
conduct. "94 
Mencius also professed that people had the sole right to determine if 
rulers were satisfactory. When people developed complaints against the 
ruler, the latter must either change his unsatisfactory ways or resign. 
According to Mencius, since the sole purpose of the ruler is to provide the 
people with the best possible life, when a ruler deviates from this goal, his 
usefulness is gale. 95 
When your close attendants all say of a man that he is unsuitable, cb 
not listen tothem; when the Counsellors all say the same, do not listen 
to them; when everyone says so, then have the case investigated. If the 
man turns out to be unsuitable, then and only then should he be 
removed from office. 96 
Consequently, since the will of the people is also an integral part of civil 
society, this concept of Mencius' further supports the case for civil society 
in China. 
Mencius, however, did not suggest that all men could equally guide 
each other. While their inherent nature was equal, not all people could 
93Ibid., Bk.V, Part B, No.3. 
94lvanhoe, 1990, page 13. 
95Wei, Francis C.M. The Political Principles of Mencius, Shanghai: The Presbyterian 
Mission Press, 1 91 6, page 4S. 
96Mencius, Bk.1, Part B, No. 7. 
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necessarily become ~ sage at the same time. Accordingly, Mencius professed 
that "those who are morally wel.l-adjusted look after those who are not; those 
who are talented look after those who are not ... If those who are morally we 11-
adjusted and talented abandon those who are not, then scarcely an inch will 
separate the good from the depraved."97 
Besides Mencius, the Legalists have also supported some ideas that are 
in accordance with the concept of civil society. Unlike those who advanced 
Confucius' idea of 'rule by man' (ren zhi), the Legalists promoted'rule by 
law' (fa zhi).98 Legalists did not have faith in the Confucian doctrine that 
virtuous rulers and officers were the exclusive determinant in achieving good 
government.99 They were not just opposed to 'rule by man' in bad leaders, 
but were in principle of the belief that no ruler could successfully manage a 
state on virtue alone. 100 Legalist scholars believed that men were by nature 
evil, thus insisting that laws were needed to regulate and maintain order.101 
Legalists also supported a strong, unified empire, promoted change,102 and 
aspired for the breakdown of feudalism. 103 
In the task of governing an agrarian society, the Legalists mapped out 
97Ibid., Bk.IV, Part B, No.7. 
98Noether, Roger Eugene. The Reformers of 18'98 and Pre-Ch'in Legalist Thought, 
Ann Arbor: University Microfilms International, 1 980, page 7. 
99Liang Qichao. History of Chinese Political Thought, translated by L.T. Chen, 
Taipei: Ch'eng-Wen Publishing Company, 1968, page 48. 
lOOlbid., page 11 7. 
1 01Ibid., page 1 24. 
102Noether, 1 980, page 14. 
103Ibid., page 1 6. 
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a plan to divide loc~lities into planned districts. 104 These districts would 
manage their own affairs, the~eby demonstrating forms of autonomy from 
the central government. One of the central Legalist thinkers, Shang Yang 
(390 B.C.-330 B.C.),105 promoted this idea of self-government in his first 
reform plan for the Qin state in 356 B.C.l06 This program has been 
described as follows: 
The first set of reforms had at its core the reordering of households 
into groups of five families known as wu and ten families known as 
shi. Within the five family group or ten family group, each 
constituent family was charged with the denunciation of crimes 
committed by others; failure to denounce others would be punished to 
the same degree as the penalty for the denounced crime. On the other 
hand, forthright denunciation of a crime would entitle the informer to 
the same reward as that meted out for decapitating an enemy in 
battle. 10? 
These early forms of self-government imply that all members of the 
districts were involved in maintaining the law. 
Principles from both Mencius and the Legalists have influenced many 
aspects of Chinese politics throughout history. Mencius' ideas have been 
influencial, even though his writings were first studied more than five 
hundred years after they were written. lOB For instance, his idea that the 
state is to provide physical well-being for the people has been supported by 
political thinkers for centuries. 109 Similarly, although Legalism was not 
continually discussed by scholars throughout Chinese history, modern 
, 04Liang, as translated by Chen, 1 968, page 193. 
, OSNoether, 1 980, page 9. 
'06Ibid., page 44. 
'07Ibid. 
108Wei, 1916, page 93. 
109Ibid., page 85. 
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researchers have found that Legalist principles have influenced state 
measures and the thinking of t~e imperial state and its officials. 110 In the 
modern era, pioneers of the constitutional and parliamentary movements 
such as Liang Qichao and his mentor, Kang Youwei, espoused a mixture of 
Mencian, Legalist, and Neo-Confucian theories. 111 The following paragraphs 
wi II therefore demonstrate how Kang Y ouwei and Liang Qichao incorporated 
some theories of Mencius and the Legalists to advocate their plans for 
change. 
The reforms that Liang Qichao promoted can partly be traced back to 
the theories of Mencius. Liang explains that" a desire for good exists in 
every man. Given the fullest development in every human individual, men's 
contacts with one another would result in the full development of 
personalities." 112 Liang also supported Mencius' idea that the people possess 
the right to determine the legitimacy of the ruler. Chang Hao further 
concludes that "it is no wonder then, that in developing his political outlook 
of anti-despotism Liang accentuated the Mencian strain in Confucianism and 
maintained that it represented the genuine political heritage of 
Confucianism." 113 
Legalist principles were also adopted by Kang and Liang. In Kang 
Youwei's reform plans, the idea of change paralleled that of the Legalists. Not 
only did Kang believe that change was inevitable in late-Qing China, but also 
110Rubin, Vitaly. Individual and State in Ancient China: Essays on Four Chinese 
Philosophers, translated by Steven I. Levine, New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1 976, page 55. 
111Wei, 1916, page 28. 
112Liang, as translated by Chen, 1 968, page 54. 
113Chang Hao. Liang Ch'i-ch'ao and Intellectual Transition in China,_ Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1 971, page 103. 
40 
that institutions and laws needed to be revised in order to remedy the 
problem of inequality.114 Solutions included unifying laws and clarifying 
rewards and punishments, which, according to Kang, would thus strengthen 
China. 115 
Although Liang Qichao did not agree with all of the Legalists' 
principles, such as those that placed little faith in the people,116 he did 
support several of their theories. For instance, as with Kang, Liang also 
believed that if China were to adopt a solid system of laws, citizens could 
then be provided with a secure life. Liang believed that "only within the 
Law do people have freedom andequality."117 He further expressed that "no 
one man is indispensable to a state; no panacea of government is applicable at 
all times. If the personal factor is all-important, then when the right man is 
not available disorders will ensue. But when law is observed, any average 
person will be able to maintain peace and order." 118 
While ancient theories can not completely explain why something has 
happened, nor should they be taken literally, they can help explain the 
evolution of parts of a certain culture. When we account for the longer 
traditions of a country such as China, we can better understand modern and 
contemporary conditions. I n more specific terms, by understanding 
Chinese historical and cultural components when utilizing the concept of 
civil society, one can avoid what Dirlik describes as "a reductionism that 
114Noether, 1980, page 58-9. 
11Slbid., page 66. 
116Liang, as translated by Chen, 1 968, page 1 96. 
117Ibid., page 34. 
llBlbid., page 1 20. 
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substitutes one aspect or another of complex concepts for the whole, 
undercutting both their historicity and their ciritical edge."119 
Gathered Comments 
From the above discussions, I propose that civil society in the Chinese 
case consists of the following: 
, . Institutions of civil society that exist within a larger public 
sphere. Civil society consists of members that are not employed by the state, 
but may possesses ties to the state, such as relationships established with 
officials in order to promote public projects. 
2. Civil society is separate from the state, as its actions, 
decisions, and forms of activity are not initiated by the state. 
3. The actors involved in 'public discussion in the larger public 
sphere are engaged in rational discourse. They can present their concerns 
and ideas in the public, which can lead to understanding of a certain idea, 
separate from the participants former subjective views. It can also further 
dialogue if other members of the public sphere wish to pursue such ideas. 
4. The size of civil society depends on the area in which its 
organizations are located. While China is an immense territory, c iv i I 
society can be found in provinces, counties and cities. 
5. Theories from Mencius and the Legalists can be shown to agree 
with ingredients of civil society. Although these two schools of thought 
differ in their belief of human nature, elements of both have been shown to 
have co-existed during numerous periods of history, including the late-
Qing era. 
119Dirlik, 1 993, page 10. 
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The remainder of this thesis wi 11 depict the institutions and groups 
that contributed towards the establishment and administration of the 
provincial assemblies. The ability of non-state groups and organizatio[ls to 
operate under an authoritarian government wi 11 be attributed to c i v i I 
society. Moreover, the spirit and initiative of non-officials to promote 
constitutional and parliamentary government will be used to show the ways in 
which civil society functioned. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
THE DYNAMICS OF CHINESE CIVIL SOCIETY IN THE LATE-QING ERA 
This chapter will discuss the componentsof civil society in the 
late-Qing China era in order to further depict the background in which the 
provincial assemblies were able to develop. First, the various groups that 
were new participants in Chinese social, political and economic realms will 
be outlined. These groups played a leading role in advancing reform in China, 
including the promotion of provincial assemblies. Furthermore, the first 
section of this chapter will also discuss the progress made in women's rights, 
including ways in which women directly participated in politics. The second 
section wi 11 discuss the private press, including its instrumental role in 
expanding public opinion. 
Due to overlaps and common affiliations, distinct titles have not 
appeared in the literature available that describe the various social classes 
that emerged or were redefined during the late-Qing period. However, these 
correlations have been explained as the following: 
terms like shenshi, shim in, and shenshang evoked merely general 
images of degree-holders, local notables, merchants, and educated 
commoners. But the variety of action and the diversity of initiatives 
outside Beijing were as misleadingly homogenized in these Chinese 
compounds as they would be by such English terms as local elite 0 r 
gentry. Not one elite, but many were vying for power and authority. 1 
Accordingly, throughout this thesis, terms such as gentry-merchant, 
bourgeoisie, and commercial bourgeoisie will be utilized as they have been 
lThompson, Roger R. China's Local Councils in the Age of Constitutional Reform. 
1898-1911. Cambridge, MA: Council on East Asian Studies, Harvard 
University, 1995, page 57. 
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by the China scholars who have studied events of the late-Qing era. However, 
as stated above, these groups were often composed of people from various 
backgrounds, thus proving clear classifications difficult, if not impossible. 
The Emergence of a New Pub I i c 
Social Class Correlation 
One of the most pivotal changes that resulted from the New Policies 
period was the abolition of the traditional examination system in 1905.2 The 
implications of this motion were enormous to both social and political 
spheres in China. Traditionally, the gentry were able to assume official 
bureaucratic posts and enter into the top echelons of society after passing the 
exams. With the abolition of the examination system, however, society was 
no longer based upon such a formal hierarchy. Esherick and Rankin describe 
the change in state-society relations after the breakdown of the examination 
system. 
The emphasis thus shifts from the question of how government 
controlled local leaders and unified society to issues of how local 
elites, acting within Chinese historical and cultural contexts, 
dominated local arenas and interacted with elites in other arenas in 
ways common to the larger society and culture. 3 
A new, significant relationship that developed during the last 
decade of the Qing dynasty was the bond between the gentry and the 
merchant classes. Even though the merchants demonstrated considerable 
2Fincher, John H. "Political Provincialism and the National Revolution," in 
Mary C. Wright, China in Revolution: The First Phase, 1 900-1 91 3, New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1 968, page 1 89. 
3Esherick and Rankin, 1 990, page 305. 
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influence in the provincial assemblies,4 they had traditionally not enjoyed 
privileges of participating in public affairs and had been looked down upon by 
the higher classes. 5 Furthermore, they generally felt antagonistic towards 
the government, as they were compelled to pay heavy taxes. 6 However, 
merchants became increasingly concerned with reform issues by the end of 
the Qing dynasty, as these matters were often related to local affairs that 
directly concerned their trade. 
During the end of the Qing dynasty, wealthy merchants were able to 
purchase official jiansheng titles, which provided them with more 
opportunities to enter into areas that had been traditionally limited to the 
gentry.7 In order to accumulate more revenue, the Qing government began to 
sell such titles,8 which could be obtained after one passed a non-competitive 
examination administered by the local magistrate.9 Esherick and Rankin 
comment on the merchants' new place in society and politics when they write 
that 
many successful Chinese business-elites escaped marginality by 
acquiring official titles, purchasing land, and becoming patrons and 
philanthropists in their hometowns; some advised officials on the new 
problems of intercourse with the West. Such men were strategically 
located to insert themselves into a changing nineteenth century elite, 
which required men with particular specialized expertise as well as 
4Bergere, Marie-Claire. "The Role of the Bourgeoisie," in Mary C. Wright, China in 
Revolution: The First Phase 1 900-1 91 3, New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1 968, page 240. 
Slbid., page 245. 
6lbid. 
7Thompson, 1 995, page 1 8. 
8Zelin, Madeleine. "The Rise and Fall of the Fu-Rong Salt-Yard Elite: Merchant 
Dominance in Late Qing China," in Joseph W. Esherick and Mary Backus 
Rankin, eds., Chinese Local Elites and Patterns of Dominance, Berkeley: The 
University of California Press, 1 990, page 1 20. 
9Thompson, 1 995, page 1 8. 
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the classical cultivation that had traditionally qualified one to rule. 10 
Simultaneously, after the examination system was abolished, members of the 
gentry class became active in modern enterprises. Many gentry had to look 
elsewhere for employment as they outnumbered the amount of available 
government positions. 11 Esherick and Rankin explain that as "foreign trade 
and the rise of Shanghai as China's leading commercial city expanded 
opportunities in the nineteenth and twentieth century, merchants and gentry 
were virtually fused."12 
As a result, the term shen shang developed at this time, which 
translates into gentry-merchant. 13 Bastid describes this group as 
"heterogeneous and scattered" and writes that it consisted of "official and 
scholar gentry who undertook commercial activities, merchants who had a 
literary or official title, or gentry and merchants who had ties with the first 
two." 14 The term gentry-merchant has also been labelled a bourgeois class. 15 
Bergere has utilized the term 'commercial bourgeoisie', defining it as 
a group comprising entrepreneurs in the modern, or more or less 
modern style, businessmen, financiers, and industrialists--and not 
in the more liberal general sense of 'middle class,' which would 
include intellectuals, landowners, and members of the liberal 
professions, as well as people belonging to business circles. 16 
10Esherick and Rankin, 1990, page 331. 
lllbid. 
1 2Ibid., page 20. 
13Wright, Mary C. China in Revolution: The First Phase, 1900-1913, New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1 968, page 41. 
14Bastid, Marianne. Educational Reform in Early Twentieth-Century China, 
translated by Paul J. Bailey, Ann Arbor: Center for Chinese Studies, 
University of Michigan, 1 988, page 1 6. 
lSWright, 1 968, page 41 . 
16Bergere, in Wright, 1 968, page 230. 
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The commercial bourgeoisie developed as economic reforms were introduced 
at the beginning of the twentieth century.17 Other China scholars have used 
the term 'bourgeoisie' and have described it as having been composed of 
merchants, former officials, and landowners, all of whom were capitalists. 18 
A note should be made here concerning the issue of landowners. 
Rankin and Esherick suggest that while land was traditionally an important 
status symbol in China, in actuality "the landholdings of the Chinese elite 
were comparatively very small. "19 They state that while owning land was a 
sign of prosperity under Confucian standards, the new gentry possessed other 
attributes such as degrees of higher education and wealth.20 As will be shown 
in chapter four, however, land ownership could qualify one to vote in the 
1 909 provincial assembly elections, thus making this characteristic 
significant to class status. 
The bourgeoisie was also active at the turn of the century in 
establishing various organizations, especially from 1906-1 908. 21 
Merchants or people with merchant ties were influential in founding over 
256 chambers of commerce during the first decade of the twentieth 
century.22 Other organizations such as agricultural, educational, and political 
societies were also formed at this time. Study societies (xue hul) were 
17Ibid., page 231 . 
18lchiko, Chuzo. "The Role of the Gentry: A Hypothesis," in Mary C. Wright, China 
in Revolution: The First Phase, 1 900-1 91 3, New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1968, page 312. 
19Esherick and Rankin, 1990, page 307. 
20lbid., page 313. 
21Thompson, 1 9,95, page 58. 
22lbid. 
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organized to teach new subjects such as parliamentary government and 
constitutional law. 23 These orga,nizations can be viewed as having expanded 
the public sphere, as according to Habermas' theories that were discussed i n 
chapter two. 
The Constitutionalists 
The specific group that advocated provincial assemblies was known 
as the constitutionalists. They differed from the revolutionaries in that they 
did not support radical change, such as overthrowing the Qing government. 24 
The constitutionalists have been labelled as 'industrial capitalists' that 
emerged from the gentry class. 25 They have also been credited with having 
continued the reform movement initiated by Kang Youwei in 1898.26 
However, the constitutionalists differed from Kang in that they were 
primarily concerned with convening a parliament, whereas for Kang a 
parliament was just one item on a larger agenda.27 
The constitutionalists also opposed imperialism, promoted capitalism, 
and consequently supported economic restructuring in their respective 
provinces. Education was notably important to the constitutionalists, as it 
23Wakeman, Frederic, Jr. "The Price of Autonomy: Intellectuals in Ming and Ch'ing 
Politics," Daedalus, vol. 101, no.2, 1972, page 62. 
24Zhang Pengyuan. "The Constitutionalists," in Mary C. Wright, China in 
Revolution: The First Phase 1900-1913, 1968, page 181. 
25lchiko, in Wright, 1968, page 301. 
26Zhang Pengyuan. "The Constitutionalists," in Mary C. Wright, China in 
Revolution: The First Phase 1 900-1 91 3, 1968, page 143. 
27Ibid., page 144. 
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and consequently supported economic restructuring in their respective 
provinces. Education was notably important to the constitutionalists, as it 
was an integral part of developing business as well as constitutionalism. 29 
Esherick and Rankin note that by the end of the Qing dynasty, U local elites 
were doing more than just stepping in to fill gaps left by a disintegrating 
state. They were developing new strategies and new institutions to protect 
their positions and to guide political developments in accord with their 
interests and ideals."30 
Special organizations were founded by the constitutionalists to study 
and promote constitutionalism. Self-government organizations were also 
created in many provinces. Discussing these societies, Thompson explains 
that of the reported fourteen bureaus and sixty study societies 
although 80 percent of these organizations, established in 1 906-
1908, were located in noted centers of reform and innovation like 
Zhili, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Guangdong, there were similar efforts, 
ranging from Fengtian, Jilin, Heilongjiang, Shanxi, Shandong, and 
Henan in the north, to Hubei, Hunan, Anhui, and Jiangxi in central 
China, and Fujian and Guangxi in the south.31 
Furthermore, schools were established at the beginning of the twentieth-
century to promote self-government. As the constitutionalists believed that 
provincial assemblies and a national parliament would allow them to realize 
their goals, these classes on self-government were significant in promoting 
their ideas for reform. 32 
29Geng, 1 984, page 63. 
30Esherick and Rankin, 1 990, page 340. 
31Thompson, 1 995, page 59. 
32Geng, 1 984, page 63. 
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Women in late-Qing China 
While not directly involved in the provincial assemblies, women's 
activities developed at this time and should be given due attention. The 
constitutionalists have been faulted for not advancing women's rights,33 but 
many improvements can nevertheless be seen from this time. For instance, 
women established organizations to improve their social status, including 
anti-foot-binding societies formed during the first decade of the twentieth 
century that were prevalent in many provinces. 34 These societies helped 
change attitudes toward a practice that literally confined women to their 
homes. Rankin writes that "the essential contribution of elite reformism 
was to enable women to penetrate traditional barriers between inner and 
outer (nei-waJ) that had restricted the social roles of even the most able and 
respected gentry women to within the family. "35 Through participation in 
such organizations, women could also achieve a sense of solidarity with other 
women. 
Girls' schools also played a significant role in organized women's 
activities in the early 1900s. Before 1905, girls' schools were mostly 
administered by missionaries and were few in number.36 During the first 
decade of the twentieth-century, however, numerous non-missionary girl s' 
schools were established. For instance, in Shanghai twelve girls' schools 
were founded between 1901 and 1907. Beijing also witnessed the 
33Beahan, Charlotte L. "Feminism and Nationalism in the Chinese Women's Press, 
1912-1911," Modern China, vol.1, no.4, October 1975, page 408. 
34Wright, 1 968, page 20. 
3SRankin, Mary B. "Elite Reform and the Chinese Women's Movement: Evidence 
From the Jiangsu and Zhejiang Railway Demonstration, 1 907," Ch'ing-shih 
Wen-t'i, vol. 3, no.2, December 1974, page 37. 
36Beahan, 1 974, page 381 . 
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establishment of eight new girls' schools just in 1905.37 These new schools 
encouraged women to participate in nationalistic issues, such as the Anti-
American boycott in 1905. During this movement, women attended rallies, 
wrote letters to newspapers and organized their own meetings.38 Rankin 
describes the ways in which women's participation in social and political 
movementswas influenced by the girls' schools. She writes that 
leading women in the anti-loan movement in Suzhou came from the 
year-old Chen Hua Girls' School under the direction of Wang Xie Chang 
Da and Hu Jiang Chen Nuo. In Shanghai the First Class Primary 
School, established in 1904 by the women scholar reformers Zhu 
Cheng Ying and Ye Su Ben Qing, and the Min Li Girls' School, founded 
two years later by Ye Su and her four married sisters, were the most 
active in holding meetings and raising funds. The still progressive, 
but no longer revolutionary, Patriotic Girls' School (Ai Guo Nu Xue 
Xiao) and the school of the Shanghai anti-foot binding society also held 
meetings.39 
Women also assumed active roles in demonstrations to oppose foreign 
loans tobuild railroads in China. 40 In 1907, the Women's Railway Protection 
Society and the Association of Women's Citizens to Oppose the Loan were 
founded in Shanghai by women from that city as well as from the nearby 
provinces of Jiangsu and Zhejiang.41 Not only discussing the problem of the 
loan, women also addressed other issues at these meetings, including foot-
37lbid. 
38Rankin, 1 974, page 30-31. 
39Ibid., page. 32. 
40The Shanghai-Hangzhou-Ningbo Railway was first commissioned to be built by a 
British construction company, but the arrangement was overturned after an 
impressive campaign by gentry and merchant leaders took place in 1 907. 
see Chan, Wellington K.K. "Government, Merchants, and Industry to 1 91 1 ," in 
Fairbank, John K. and Kwang-Ching Liu, eds., The Cambridge History of 
China, vol. 1 1, Late Ch'ing, 1 800- 1 91 1 , part 2, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1 980, page 441. 
41 Rankin, 1 974, page 32. 
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binding and education, as well as their exclusion from political and public 
participation.42 While these activities were nationalistic in one sense, 
thereby contributing to the improvement of China, they also addressed 
women's inferior status in Chinese society. Such independent opinion and 
activity demonstrate women's new ability to express themselves in public. 
In areas of publishing and journalism, women were also active in 
founding several journals, some of which enjoyed a sizeable male 
readership.43 Before the 1900's, women's literature had only consisted of 
books that addressed matters related to the householq.44 Furthermore, female 
literacy had in the past generally been confined to women from the wealthy 
merchant or scholar-gentry classes. 45 During the first decade of this 
century, the literacy rate among women increased as new publications 
developed. In 1902, the first newspaper published by women was launched 
in Shanghai, and within nine years at least sixteen more appeared in China 
and in Chinese communities in Japan.46 Some of the more popular women's 
journals in China included the Journal of Women's Studies, Women's World, 
and Chinese Women's Journal.47 The content of these periodicals included 
editorials, speeches, translated articles, belles-Iettres, biographies, foreign 
and national news, as well as women's news, educational news and serialized 
novels.48 The variety of these topics demonstrate the widened scope of 
knowledge open to women at this time compared to the past. 
42Ibid., page 33. 
43Beahan, 1975, page 386. 
44Ibid., page 379. 
4Slbid., page 380. 
46Ibid., page 387. 
47Ibid., page 403. 
48Ibid., page 387. 
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Readership of women's periodicals in Japan can be explained by the 
increased numbers of Chinese women who studied in Japan at the turn of the 
century. Beahan states that "eight of the fifty-two Chinese students who 
arrived in June 1902 were women, and the trend continued. A 1907 
estimate had about 100 girls formally registered in schools, with still more 
studying informally and others learning the Japanese language first before 
entering school."49 Women's chances to study abroad increased and their 
presence overseas was recognized by the journals that catered especially to 
them. 
The Press and Public Opinion in Late Qing China 
Rankin, Rowe, and others have incorporated Habermas' concepts of 
the press and public opinion into their work. Rowe praises Habermas' ideas 
on the press and new openings in communication channels when he explains 
that 
Habermas predicated his original argument for the emergence of a 
public sphere/civil society in Europe closely upon the development of 
new literary genres such as the novel and journals of popular taste 
such as The Spectator, as well as the 'commoditization of news and 
information' represented by the new commercial press. 50 
Furthermore, even while Rowe acknowledges that popular print media in 
China developed at a slower pace than in Europe, he believes that it 
eventually came to have significant leverage among the reformers. Writing 
about the emergence of the press, Rowe states that" as Ran ki n and I have each 
tried to show, when this did finally appear, it began in a number of ways to 
exert indirect politicizing influences on urban elite activists decades before, 
49Ibid., page 381, . 
50Habermas, 1 994, page 144. 
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in the early twentieth century, the press became explicitly polemical." 51 
These examples demonstrate that Habermas' notion of a public sphere has 
been used to describe activities of civil society in modern China although 
they were developed from a different cultural and historical setting. 
Public opinion was an essential ingredient in the reform movement in 
late-Qing China. Joan Judge writes that" public opinion was viewed as the 
very foundation for political reform because without [it] the nation lacks the 
necessary means to abolish autocracy and move toward constitutionalism." 52 
Along the same lines, Rowe also discusses the importance of meetings and 
public opinion in relation to Habermas' theories of communicative discourse. 
Rowe explains that "via public discussion, it was argued, an informed civil 
society could actually arrive at universal principles, which it then could see 
translated into constitutional legislation." 53 
I n formally established institutions of the late-Qing era, public 
opinion was able to develop and expand through discussion in study societies 
and schools. 54 Additionally, it could also spread via contact among people who 
attended Chinese wedding banquets and frequented tea houses. 55 These less 
51Ibid., page 146. 
52Judge, 1 994, page 75. 
53Rowe, William. "The Public Sphere in Modern China," Modern China, vo1.16, 
no.3, July 1990, page 312. 
54Judge, Joan. "The Factional Function of Print: Liang Qichao, Shibao, and the 
Fissures in the Late Qing Reform Movement," Late Imperial China, vol. 1 6, 
no.1, June 1 995, page 123. 
55The teahouse was also the center of Lao She's famous play, Teahouse. In 
describing the atmosphere of the late-Qing era teahouse in Act One of his play, he 
writes that 
Large teahouses like this are no longer to be seen, but a few decades ago, 
every district in Beijing had at least one, where in addition to tea, simple 
snacks and meals we~e served. Every day bird fanciers, after strolling 
about with their caged orioles and thrushes, would come in to rest awhile, 
55 
formal venues of communication were part of Chinese culture and have been 
noted by China scholars as having developed public opinion. Rowe believes 
that "the urban teahouse and wineshop, in all their varieties, were at least 
available to serve the same catalytic function in fostering of popular critical 
debate of public issues that is routinely attributed to the early modern 
European cafe and coffee house." 56 He explains that the urban literati formed 
poetry societies in these teahouses that discussed issues not only centering 
around literature, but also related to "aesthetic or scholarly matters of 
common concern." 57 
The private press was also instrumental in dispersing public opinion 
during the end of the Qing dynasty. While government publications grew at 
this time, the private press also witnessed development and became 
competitors with the official press. 58 The private press not only experienced 
rapid growth, but also withdrew from its former role as strictly an organ of 
the higher classes. Judge explains that the new press "did not only speak for 
the people, but to the people, a departure from the traditional literati 
practice of communicating almost exclusively with their equals or 
enjoy a pot of tea, and compare the singing abilities of their birds. Go-
betweens and those who had deals to discuss also frequented such 
teahouses. In those days there would often be quarrels between gangs, but 
there were always friends about to calm things down. The two sides would 
crowd around these mediators who would reason first with one side then 
the other. .. ln sum, the teahouse was an important institution of those 
times, a place where people came to transact business, or simply to while 
away the time. 
from Lao She, Teahouse, translated by John Howard-Gibbon, Beijing: The 
Foreign Language Press, 1 980, page 5. 
56Rowe, 1 993, page 1 46. 
5 llbid., page 148. 
58Thompson, 1 995, page 99. 
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superiors. "59 Furthermore, it developed into a channel of public opinion in 
which class lines overlapped and became distorted.GO Rowe also writes about 
the importance of the press in relation to the expansion of a public sphere. 
As mentioned earlier, Rowe argues that Shenbao contributed to a wid~ned 
public sphere in nineteenth-century Hankou. He also cites the importance of 
the press in the context of Habermas' public sphere when he writes that 
socially and culturally, a variety of new institutions arose to serve 
the needs of this new commercial public, together comprising a new 
'communications sector' and bringing about a commoditization of news 
and information. These institutions included coffee houses and salons, 
theatres, literary societies, public libraries, the novel and other new 
genres of popular literature, journals of popular taste offering art 
and literary criticism and social commentary, and above all, the daily 
press. G1 
China did not possess all of the elements discussed above, some of 
which are culturally significant to European cases. However, a number of 
conclusions can still be made from Habermas' depiction of the public sphere 
as Rowe has outlined. The press in late-Qing China was active in the form of 
newspapers, journals, and magazines, as well as popular literature, social 
commentary and novels. Many of the periodicals that were popular at the 
beginning of this century were translations from the Japanese that discussed 
concepts new to China, including socialism. G2 Furthermore, since the Qing 
Court prohibited autonomous political organizations following the 1898 
reform movement, newspapers and journals were an especially important 
channel through which the reformists could continue to espouse their ideas. 
59Judge, 1994, page 66. 
6oFincher, in Wright, 1 968, page 21 3. 
61 Rowe, 1 990, page 31 2. 
62Bernal, Martin~ "The Triumph of Anarchism over Marxism, 1 906-1 907," in 
Mary C. Wright, China in Revolution: The First Phase, 1 900-1 91 3, New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1 968, page 1 00. 
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One reason fo~ this new active press can be attributed to the efforts of 
Liang Qichao. Joan Judge describes Liang as "not only one of the most prolific 
journalists and masterful editors in the late-Qing period, but also a theorist 
of the press ... "63 One of Liang's theories of the political press includeq the 
concept of dangbao (factional organ), which served to promote national 
strengthening and popular enlightenment. 64 Moreover, he also founded a 
number of journals that were significant to the reform movement, including 
Shibao (Eastern Times), Guomin Gmgbao (Public Opinion Daily), Xinmin 
Congbao {New People's Periodical),65 as well as Shiwu Bao {The Chinese 
Progress).66 Liang also dispersed his ideas in books and pamphlets that he 
wrote. One of these texts was entitled Bianfa Tongyi (A General Discussion of 
Reform), in which he "criticized the worthless government and proposed to 
abolish the old examination system and establish modern schools as ways of 
remedying the cri s is. "67 Furthermore, he founded the Political Information 
Institute, which was intended to become a national wire service that would 
distribute political news to all parts of China. 68 
The Qing Court, however, enacted measures to censor published 
works in China. Subsequently, numerous publications were printed in Japan 
at that time so as to stay out of the reach of state control. 69 Furthermore, 
even after the Qing government issued its plan for constitutional preparation, 
63Judge, 1 995, page 121. 
64lbid. 
65Zhang, in Wright, 1 968, page 1 56. 
66Liang Qichao. Intellectual Trends in the Ch'ing Period, translated by Immanuel 
C.Y. Hsu, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1 959, page 100. 
67lbid. 
68Fincher,1 981, page 149. 
69see Liang, as translated by Hsu, 1959, page 144; also Judge, 1 995, page 123. 
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it also enacted even more restrictions on freedom of the press. 70 On March 
14, 1 908, a new press law was issued to limit political commentary within 
official channels, which subsequently closed the Political Information 
Institute created by Liang Qichao. 71 
The press did not succumb to such restrictions. Fincher writes that 
the press "became an instrument of democratic forces in China less 
successfully exploited by central and provincial officials than the 
telegraph."72 He cites Hubei Difang Zizhi Yanjiuhui Zazhi (Hubei Local Self-
Government Research Association Journal) and Dongfang Zazhi (Eastern 
Miscellany) as two examples of journals that served as non-official abstracts 
of official news, political commentary, and translations from foreign 
(notably Japanese) writers. 73 Furthermore, these publications were able to 
enter into more remote areas of China and therefore enjoy a readership that 
was relatively large.74 
In the case of the Hubei periodical, which was printed in Japan, 
articles from a sample issue show that its content consisted of public opinion 
and political commentary, as well as information pertaining to the 
provincial assembly elections. 75 In one article, writer Zhang Bolie's use of 
70Judge,1 994, page 69. 
71lbid. 
72Ibid., page 267. 
73Ibid., pages 108,149. 
74Ibid., page 1 08. 
7SHubei Difang Zizhi Yanjiuhui Zazhi, vol.2, 1 909, see articles by Zhang Bolie on the 
important rules and measures in electing provincial assembly members; by Dong 
Yuxu on self-government principles; by He Deshen on the methods to elect the 
assembly membe'rs; by Wu Dinan on a discussion of the social customs Hubei should 
strengthen; by Wang You on the strengths and weaknesses of the Japanese 
autonomous organizations. 
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criticism shows that .while public opinion in the press was restricted by the 
Qing government, it nevertheless continued to exist. In this particular 
article, Zhang scolded the candidates in the provincial assembly elections for 
their lack of enthusiasm in the 1 909 campaigns. He further reprimanded the 
Hubei government for not actively promoting the elections. Zhang likened the 
campaigns to farming, stating that if one plants a seed now and works hard to 
cultivate crops, the future harvests will bring great results. 76 
In the same issue, writer Dong Yuxu wrote an article entitled 
"Principles of Local Self-Rule. "77 Dong discussed his idea that local self-
government should precede the provincial assemblies. Like Zhang Bolie, 
Dong used metaphors to describe the importance of local self-government 
and its relation to the provincial assemblies. He wrote that one cannot ask a 
baby to run before it can walk, nor can one receive grain without planting 
seeds. 78 Dong was also critical of the administration of provincial 
government. He professed that too many people were employed by the local 
government without enough work to do and that too much money was 
wasted. He hoped that by establishing provincial assemblies, important local 
political matters would be better managed. 79 These articles demonstrate that 
by using the press as a public forum, writers such as Zhang Bolie and Dong 
Yuxu were able to voice their concerns on political and social 
developments. 
76Zhang Bolie. "Shenming Ziyiju Zhongyao Zhangcheng Bing Tiao Ju QiBanfa," in 
Hubei Difang Zizhi Yanjiuhui Zazhi, vol.2, 1 909, page 2. . 
77Dong Yuxu. "Difang Ziyi Yuanli," in Hubei Difang Zizhi Yanjiuhui Zazhi, vol.2, 
1 909, page 1. 
78Ibid., page 3. 
79Ibid., page 6. 
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I n sample issues of Dongfang Zazhi, articles also discussed topics 
concerning the constitutional movement and activities of the provincial 
assemblies. The editor-in-chief, Meng Sen, who was also an elected 
provincial assemblyman in Jiangsu, contributed a regular column entitled 
"Constitutional Chapters. "80 In volume two, 1 909, "Constitutional 
Chapters" discussed the measures taken to establish the provincial 
assemblies, including the creation of preparation offices in each province. 81 
Meng informed his readers of the complete process entailed in the 
establishment of the provincial assemblies. Such articles enabled the public 
to better understand the dynamics of parliamentary government. In another 
article in Dongfang Zazhi in 1909 entitled, "Summary of the Provincial 
Assemblies' Proposals," various activities and results from the first session 
of the provincial assemblies were described.82 Articles such as these were 
significant as they educated readers on current issues and ideas. Excerpts 
from these journals also show how writers were able to express themselves 
in the printed media. 
The above paragraphs demonstrate the emergence of groups new to 
participation in Chinese social and political issues. From the evidence 
available, the abolition of the examination system allowed the traditional 
social hierarchy to diminish. While this specific reform was initiated by the 
Qing Court, the ensuing activities of new social and economic classes 
demonstrated purpose and self-assurance, as well as independence. 
Furthermore, the press and public opinion served to advance the ideas of the 
80Zhang, in Wright, 1968, page 1 59. 
81Meng Sen. "Xian Zheng Pian ," (Constitutional Chapters) in Dongfang Zazhi. vol. 
2, second month,1 909, page 86. 
82 "Ge Sheng Ziyiju Yi An Ji Lue,» Dongfang Zazhi, vol. 1 3, twelfth month,1909, 
pages 478-496. 
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constitutionalists and to educate the public. As these reformers frequently 
used the press as outlets to spread their ideas about constitutional and 
parliamentary government, Fincher credits the press with the Qing 
government edict that proclaimed the establishment of provincial assemblies. 
He writes that "the Court's interest in the study of constitutional government 
in 1 905 paralleled the resurgence in the press of demands for a parliament 
similar to Japan's."83 The developments that led to this edict will be 
addressed in the followi ng chapter. 
In other related areas, organizations such as Liang Qichao's Political 
Information Institute served to distribute political news throughout China, 
especially reformist ideas on constitutional and parliamentary government. 
A fter the Political Information Institute was forced to close by the Qing 
government in 1 908, the provincial assemblies were able to fill in for many 
of the tasks that the former should have undertaken. 84 Fincher writes that 
the "Parliamentary Petition Movement was guaranteed a good press and 
broader public support whatever the regime's reaction to formal 
proposals ... "85 Moreover, continued activity in reformist organizations and 
the increased number of periodicals in the early 1 900s show that despite 
Court efforts to halt public opinion, the reformers continued to promote 
measures to strengthen China according to their own terms. The following 
chapter will discuss the ways in which civil society was able to foster 
additional activity that eventually led to the establishment of the provincial 
assemblies. 
83Fincher, 1981, page 97. 




THE MOVEMENT FOR ESTABLISHING PROVINCIAL ASSEMBLIES 
In 1909 China witnessed its first nationwide elections, marking the 
first chance for many members of the population to participate in politics. 1 
This chapter will investigate how these elections were able to take place in a 
country that had never witnessed such forms of mass participation. The fi rst 
section of this chapter will outline the events that led tothe 1909 provincial 
assembly elections. A number of questions will be answered. Who were the 
organizers of the elections? How were the elections introduced to hundreds of 
thousands of people in every province? How was a new political process able 
to permeate into areas beyond the urban centers? The second part of this 
chapter wi 11 describe the elections themselves, further demonstrating that 
the activities of promoting and running the elections were carried out due to 
the presence of civil society in late-Qing China. 
Getting Started 
In his account of the political developments in early twentieth 
century China, Fincher describes the period from 1 905 until 1 911 as the 
"non-official movement on one side with the reform proposals from the 
official self-government movement on the other side."2 This synopsis is 
accurate in that it gives credit to both the official and non-official sides. 
However, from the evidence available, the provincial assemblies could not 
1 Zhang Peng Yuan. "Provincial Assemblies: The Emergence of Political 
Participation, 1909-1914," Chinese Studies in History, vol.l?, no.3, 
1 984, page 4. 
2Fincher,1 981 ,page 20. 
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have commenced in 1909 without an active civil society. As will be shown, 
civil society enabled activities by groups outside the state which can be 
directly related to the preparation and operation of the assemblies. 
Fincher's choice of 1905 to depict the beginning of the self-
government movement could be explained by the year in which the Russo-
Japanese War concluded. After the victory of Japan, the Court found itself 
in a vulnerable position as the other countries in the region were subjected to 
the new strength of Japan. However, threats to stability in Asia had been 
present since China's loss to Japan in 1894-1895. After this loss, China 
was forced to hand over Taiwan to Japan. Moreover, Western countries 
pushed for more concessions on Chinese territory. Thompson writes that" by 
1897 histrionic Chinese were crying out that their country was in danger of 
being carved up like a melon ... "3 Therefore, in hopes to strengthen and 
protect China against outside agitators, the Court dispatched the Commission 
to Examine Government (which later becamethe Constitutional Commission)4 
in 1 905 to Japan, Western Europe and the United States with the sole 
purpose of investigating those countries' constitutional governments. The 
Commission was given the task to determine if a constitution would be 
suitable for China. 5 
Returning to China, all members of the Commission advised the Court 
that a constitution would indeed strengthen China. An imperial edict was 
then issued on September 1, 1906 promising that a constitution would be 
3Thompson, 1995, page 7. 
4Fincher, 1981, page 99. 
SBau, Mingchien Joshua. Modern Democracy in China, Shanghai: The Commercial 
Press, 1925, page 6. 
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planned for China in the near future. 6 Although the edict was vague in that a 
future date was not announced for the commencement of the constitution, the 
news was nonetheless well received by the gentry and merchants. The 
Shanghai Chamber of Commerce dispersed the news of the edict to chambers 
of commerce in other provinces, urging them to hold meetings in order to 
provide further information about the planned constitution. 7 Indications of 
additional public confidence can be shown in 1 906 when investment in 
capitalist ventures reached 22.9 million yuan for that year alone. This sum 
measured more than the cumulative amount from 1900-1 905, also marking 
the height of capital investment in China before the 1911 Revolution. 8 
Many constitutional preparation associations were also established i n 
1906 in response to the Court's edict, but were founded entirely by 
constitutionalists and had no ties to the state. 9 The constitutionalists 
organized such groups as the Constitutional Preparatory Association in 
Shanghai, the Constitutional Government Association in Hunan, the 
Constitutional Government Preparatory Association in Hubei, and the Self-
Government Association in Guangdong, to name a few. The Shanghai 
organization was composed of merchants and reformist gentry from various 
provinces. 10 Through these organizations, members plagued magistrates with 
their demands for local self-government. Fincher depicts the following 
sentiments of the constitutionalists before the inauguration of the provincial 
6Ibid., page 7. 
7Bergere, in Wright, 1 968, page 255. 
8Geng, 1 984, page 50. 
9Zhang, in Wright, 1 968, page 144. 
10Barkin, Lenore. "Patterns of Power: Forty Years of Elite Politics in a Chinese 
County"in Joseph W. Esherick and Mary Backus Rankin, Chinese Local· Elites 
and Patterns of Dominance, Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1 990, page 202. 
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assemblies: 
Between 1 90S and 1908, while the Court and bureaucracy 
assumed that China was not yet ready for the promised popular 
assemblies, reformist literati were debating whether popular 
assemblies were enough. Vociferous demands for reforms of all 
kinds were made through the rapidly multiplying reform 
associations and through periodicals centering around the loosely 
organized Kang-Liang constitutionalists. The reformers' ranks were 
swollen by sympathetic teachers and students from the proliferating 
modern schools, merchants in growing commercial organizations, and 
gentry landlords with nationalistic impulses. 11 
As a means to dispel the reformers' demands, as well as to hinder 
threats from foreign powers,12 the Qing government finally gave in to the 
demands of the constitutionalists. The Constitutional Commission (Xianzheng 
bianchaguan) was established on August 13, 1907 to oversee all matters on 
constitutional government. 13 While the Commission was made up of officials, 
many had studied overseas and espoused reform ideas. The Court released a 
detailed plan for constitutional government on August 27, 1 908, outlining a 
nine-year program to culminate in 1917 with a national parliament. 14 The 
assemblies were established on the understanding that they and a future 
national parliament would operate simultaneously with the monarchy. The 
Court then issued another decree on July 22, 1908 that outlined specific 
regulations for provincial assembly elections and for the opening of the 
assemblies. Dissatisfied with the original plan to convene provincial 
assemblies in 1912, the constitutionalists petitioned the Court to move up 
the starting date of the assemblies. Their efforts proved successful, as the 
1 1 Fincher, 1 981 , page 93. 
1 ZBastid, Marianne. "Official Conceptions of Imperial Authority at the End of the 
Qing Dynasty," in S.R. Schram, Foundations and Limits of State Power in 
China, Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 1987, page 1 80. 
13Thompson, 1 995, page 82. 
14Zhang, in Wright, 1 968, page 145. 
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Court agreed that the assemblies would open in 1909. 15 
Contributions of students that returned from abroad were also 
significant tothe provincial assemblies. In 1909 approximately one hundred 
returned studentswere elected into the provincial assemblies. 16 Specifically, 
the regulations for the provincial assemblies were drafted by two students 
from Zhejiang Province who had studied in Japan.l 7 In these regulations, the 
duties of the assemblies were outlined to include the following: policy-making 
for the province; supervising local self-government societies; making 
decisions on changes in provincial administration; answering questions from 
theNational Assembly; electing delegates to the National Assembly and ruling 
on proposals made by local self-government societies and the citizens. '8 
As outlined in the Qing government's' plan, the first step in 
establishing the assemblies would be to create a provincial assembly 
preparatory office (ziyiju choubeichu) in each province to carry out all 
preparation matters, including the elections. The leaders of these 
organizations were to be appointed by the governor-general and were to 
include a certain number of provincial officials as well as local dignitaries. 
A fter the assemblies commenced, the preparatory offices would then be 
dissolved. , 9 As for the activities of these preparation organizations, they 
have been described as organs that mobilized the public and provided a venue 
1 SThompson, 1 995, page 57. 
1 6Ibid., page 97. 
l7Fincher, 1 981, page 1 60. 
1 8Ibid., page 100. 
19Ibid., page 102. 
67 
for education on self-government and public discussion. 20 
While both provincial officials and non-officials21 worked together 
in the preparatory organizations, the officials were not enthusiastic about 
carrying out the necessary tasks to establish the provincial assemblies. The 
bureaucracy had first believed that the constitutionalists would simply 
provide advisory support and other forms of consultation, and that the 
assemblies would ultimately be another means to strengthen bureaucratic 
power. 22 However, Geng depicts the actual relationship between the 
bureaucracy and the constitutionalists once preparations for the assemblies 
were underway. 
The bureaucratic style at the end of the Qing was such that the content 
was never what the label said. The high officials in charge of the 
matter did nothing, whereas the aides and advisers, a II able 
constitutionalists, were the ones who actually worked. 2 3 
I n one example, the man appointed to organize the preparation 
organization in Hubei was viewed by the constitutionalists as incompetent. 01 
October 18, 1908 the displeased constitutionalists summoned Xiyuan, the 
appointed leader of the organization, to a meeting at the Yellow Crane Tower 
in Wuchang. After the meeting was concluded and the constitutionalists had 
criticized Xiyuan for over an hour, the latter resigned and Zhou Yun was 
appointed as the new leader. Zhou Yun had studied in Japan, as had Tang 
20lbid., page 124. 
21The non-officials involved in the preparation assemblies were what Geng Yunzhi 
has termed "bourgeois constitutionalists." They did not advocate revolutionary 





Hualong and Zhang Guorong24, who were appointed to be his advisers.25 
The Elections 
After the preparation organizations were developed in each province, 
they worked towards the elections to choose the provincial assembly 
members. In the 1 909 elections, qualifications to vote were strict, thus 
limiting the electorate to a fraction of a percent of the population. The 
number of eligible voters for each province varied, but on the whole 
accounted for between. 1 9% to .62% of the provincial population. 26 CXle 
must have been a male agedtwenty-five or older and born in his respective 
province.27 Furthermore, a qualified voter must have worked in local 
education or another public welfare office for no less than three years; have 
graduated from a Chinese or overseas senior high school; have received a 
traditional degree higher than xiucai, gongshen, or juren; have served in a 
civil post not lower than seventh rank or in an army post not lower than fifth 
position; or have owned property or business worth at least 5000 yuan in the 
province of birth. If one possessed property worth more than 10,000 yuan 
in a non-native province and had lived there for more than 10 years, he 
could also qualify tovote. 28 
These criteria obviously disqualified all women and illiterate people. 
Furthermore, a man could not vote if he were known to have poor social 
24Tang later went on to become the speaker of the Hubei Provincial Assembly. 
Zhang Guorong also went on to hold a permanent member seat in the Hubei 
Assembly. 
2SGeng, 1984, page 51-52. 
26Zhang, 1 984, page 7. 
27Zhang, 1 909, page 11 . 
28lbid. 
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behavior; were a convicted criminal; engaged in or under suspicion of 
disreputable business practices; an opium user; insane; or a member of a 
family engaged in disreputable business. 29 Geng remarks that "these 
conditions excluded all the laboring people from [politics]. But the sch901-
educated or capitalists could now take part in politics. This was a significant 
achievement of the bourgeoisie constitutionalists."30 Even though most of 
the population were excluded from voting, the elections nevertheless opened 
political participation to many who had never had such a chance in the past. 
As for the candidates, the requirements were identical to voter qualifications, 
with the exception that the former had to be over thirty years 01d.31 They 
could also not be a Taoist or Buddhist priest or any other religious leader, 
primary school teacher, soldier, or police officer. 32 
The constitutionalists worked together with members of local 
chambers of commerce, education societies, and philanthropic organizations 
to establish special offices that would administer the elections. 33 
Representatives from these offices would also be responsible for going to the 
countryside to educate people about the significance of the elections.34 Such 
tasks were not easy, as these representatives often encountered problems in 
reaching more remote areas due to poor transportation. Furthermore, the 
conservative attitudes of many people posed obstacles for representatives who 
29Zhang, 1 984, page 6. 
30Geng, 1 984, page 52. 
3 'Zhang, 1 909, page 1 2. 
32Zhang, in Wright, 1 968, p. 147. 
33Geng, 1 984, page 52. 
34Ibid., page 53. 
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conducted census-like surveys for election purposes. 35 Zhang Pengyuan 
writes that people feared such inspections as "questions about property were 
very annoying and caused suspicion."36 
Nevertheless, careful attention was given to the registration of 
voters. In cases where mistakes occurred, the whole process was sometimes 
repeated to correct the errors. Additionally, elections were held again when 
conducted in a manner that conflicted with the regulations. 37 Geng concludes 
that mistakes were inevitable because merchants and the lower gentry, who 
had had little administrative experience, were responsible for processing 
the electoral survey that matched numbers and names of eligible voters for 
each voting place.38 Despite the difficulties faced in administering election 
preparations, Geng still credits the constitutionalists with the dedication and 
seriousness they gave to the election process, even though mistakes had to be 
corrected or elections re-administered.39 
The elections were held on two levels. After a preliminary election at 
the county level, successful candidates were then able to compete at the 
prefectural level for positions in the assemblies. 40 Since these were the fi rst 
elections in China, problems or irregularities could only be expected. While 
cases of corruption and shady campaign practices were not infrequent, the 
major complaint about the elections pertained to apathy. After the 
3Slbid., page 52. 
36Zhang, 1 984, page 1 O. 





preliminary elections were completed in 1909, both the electorate and 
candidates were criticized in the press for their lack of enthusiasm and 
interest in the elections. 41 Other irregularities occurred in the outcomes of 
elections in certain provinces. For example, Shandong was supposed to elect 
100 members but instead chose 103. Zhejiang was allocated 114, but 
selected 11 7. Henan had a quota of 96, but only elected 94, to name of few of 
the mistakes.42 
In his extensive study of the 1909 and 191 2 elections, Zhang 
Pengyuan has concluded that three types of men were easily elected in the 
1 909 elections: those with a traditional civil examination degree; those with 
a new-style education43; or those who were relatively wealthy.44 While 
Zhang has found that over 90% of the elected members of the provincial 
assemblies held traditional degrees and were therefore classified as gentry, 
GengYunzhi warns that Zhang's inferences are misleading. He argues that 
the majority of these degree holders possessed other qualifications 
that may have been even more significant ... Although a juren, Wu 
Jinglian was respected for his contribution to education and his 
position as the president of the Education Society of Fengtian. I n 
Jiangsu Yao Wennan and Huang Yanpei were juren and famous 
educators ... We must not overlook the election of modern intellectuals 
to the councils, some of whom had been educated abroad, some schooled 
in China, while some had travelled abroad.45 
The assemblies were not dominated by the constitutionalists since 
they never constituted a majority in any of the provinces. However, the 
41Zhang, 1 909, page 2. 
42Geng, 1984, page 56. 
431n the form of a degree received after the 1 905 civil examination system was 
abolished. 
44Zhang, 1984, page 1 5. 
4SGeng, 1 984, page 56. 
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constitutionalists were able to exert much influence when they were united, 
such as in Jiangsu and other provinces along the Yangzi River and the 
southeast coast. Geng Yunzhi further explains that because many of the 
members had business interests, the bourgeois capitalists held swaying 
power in the assemblies. 46 The backgrounds of the members therefore varied. 
Among the speakers and deputy speakers, several had studied in Japan or had 
travelled to Japan for shorter periods. 47 Revolutionaries were also elected to 
seats in Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Fujian, Shandong, Shanxi and Sichuan, but were 
small in number. Consequently, the policies they pursued were shown not to 
have differed much from those of the constitutionalists.48 
Some outcomes from the 1909 elections included the progress seen 
in the next set of provincial assembly elections held in 191 2. The number of 
voters increased in 191 2, in some cases by fifty times. For instance, while 
1 62,000 people cast ballots in the 1909 elections in Jiangsu, by 1912 the 
voter turnout reached 1,969,000.49 The figures for Hubei were 113,000 
in 1909 and 2,014,075 in 191 2.50 Reasons for these greater numbers 
included less restrictive qualifications to vote in 191 2 than in 1 909. Opium 
users, the insane, illiterates, convicted criminals and women still could not 
vote. However, people with bad social behavior, engaged in or accused of bad 
business practices or with family members engaged in the same were no 
longer restricted from voting. 51 Additionally, the age requirement for voters 
was lowered in 1 91 2 to 2 1. Voters in 1 91 2 only needed to have obtained a 
46Ibid., page 58. 
47lbid. 
48Ibid., page 57. 
49Zhang, 1984, page 7. 
5 0 lbid. 
51 Ibid., page 6. 
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primary school educ~tion or have possessed assets worth 500 yuan. The 
public affairs or school administration requirement was also waived in 
1 91 2, as was the civil examination degree. 52 Furthermore, the distinction 
between a native of a province and those who had migrated to another province 
was eliminated in the qualifications to vote in 1 91 2. Overseas Chinese could 
also qualify tovote. 53 Finally, the minimum age requirement for candidates 
was lowered in 1912 totwenty-five years 01d.54 
As described above, one can see that when the government failed to act 
quickly in preparing for the establishment of the provincial assemblies, the 
constitutionalists assumed responsibility for carrying out such activities. 
Constitutionalists worked to educate the public about the elections, as well 
as to determine the number of qualified voters in each district, both of which 
proved to be a difficult task. From the results of the elections, one can see 
that merchants, capitalists, and other people who would not have held official 
titles under the former examination system were now active participants in 
provincial politics. Such a change can be attributed to initiatives taken by 
the constitutionalists after the Qing government allowed the creation of the 
assemblies. The following chapter will further discuss the activities of the 
constitutionalists and the ways in which they operated independently from the 
Qing government in building the assemblies. 
52Ibid., page 5. 
53Fincher, 1981 ~ page 265. 
54Zhang, 1984, page 5. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
THE PROVINCIAL ASSEMBLIES COMMENCE 
The Nature of the Assemblies 
This chapter will describe the commencement of the 1909 provincial 
assemblies, including the issues discussed, the rules concerning the 
assemblies, and the structure and length of the meetings. Furthermore, 
motions undertaken by assembly members from various provinces under the 
guise of the association of provincial assemblies will also be discussed in the 
latter part of this chapter. Not bound to the assemblies, the assemblymen 
were able to join together with their counterparts in other provinces to 
pursue matters outside of their respective provinces. 
Mary C. Wright assessed the new forms of parliamentary government 
from 1 909-1911 when she wrote that" provincial assemblies and various 
province-centered activities of the period were not only of more significance 
than we have hitherto thought but were steps toward, rather than away 
from, the creation of a new national society and polity.'" These provincial 
assemblies consisted of twenty-one councils, one in each province, excluding 
Xinjiang, which decided on its own to wait four or five years before 
convening its assembly.2 The number of assemblymen allocated to each 
council would equal 5% of the number of scholars in each province who had 
passed the traditional exams (see table one below). This formula was 
designed by the Qing government. 
, Wright, 1 968, page 20. 
2Meng, 1 909, page 84. 
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Table 1. Number of Allocated Assemblymen for Each Province. 3 
Fengtian 50 Jilin 30 Heilongj iang 30 
Zhili 140 Jiangsu 1 21 Anhui 83 
Jiangxi 93 Zhejiang 114 Fujian 72 
Hubei 80 Hunan 82 Shandong 100 
Henan 96 Shanxi 86 Shaanxi 63 
Gansu 43 Sichuan 86 Guangdong 91 
Guangxi 57 Yunnan 68 Guizhou 39 
The autonomy of the provincial assemblies may be questioned, as the 
provincial governors controlled the military and possessed power to dissolve 
the assemblies at any given time with permission from the Court.4 As it 
turned out, though, the governors never once exercised their right to dissolve 
an assembly in any province. Furthermore, governors grew to become 
dependent on the gentry and merchants, many of whom were participants 0 r 
active supporters of the assemblies, as the latter two were instrumental in 
assisting with financial support for provincial reform programs directed by 
the governors.s Moreover, once inaugurated the assemblies went on to alter 
the power relations between central and provincial governments. Fincher 
explains that the assemblies became 
increasingly valuable to the governors in implementing the central 
government's numerous reforms ... not only did the provincial 
assemblies play the governors off against Beijing, but they also used 
Beijing against the governors. In addition to creating new v er tic a I 
3Zhang, in Wright, 1968, page 146. 
4Fincher, in Wright, 1 968, page 203. 
Slbid. 
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channels within the administrative apparatus, the assemblies had 
stimulated the horizontal flow of information and control, a tendency 
that was useful tothe governors only up to the point where it beganto 
threaten their maintenance of discipline. 6 
Geng Yunzhi also states that the assemblies "did their best to consolidate 
themselves while fulfilling their functions as independent legislative and 
supervisory bodies ... they were independent and had a function in restraining 
and limiting the powers of the high officials." 7 Because the assemblies 
exercised control over matters relating to administration and finance in their 
respective provinces, Geng reasons that they were "a relatively independent 
organization of political power, not merely a body of the viceroy's or 
governor's consultants."8 Therefore, while the provincial government 
theoretically held overriding power, in reality the assemblies determined 
their own undertakings. 
All of the assemblies were inaugurated on October 14, 1 909.9 The 
opening sessions were not only attended by the assemblymen, but also by 
high local officials, journalists, foreign missionaries and diplomats, local 
gentry, and merchants. 1 0 Meetings were opened with speeches from the two 
most high-ranking officials from the province, the governor-
general(zoogdu) and governor (xunfu). These addresses were followed by 
responses from the assembly chairmen (ziyijuzhang) , who were 
democratically elected by the assembly members.11 The opening ceremonies 
6Ibid., page 1 98. 
7Geng, 1 984, page 90. 
8Ibid., page 92. 
9Ibid., page 58. 
10Fincher, 1981, page 130. 
1 1 Geng states that "the speakers and deputy speakers of the councils were all 
democratically elected. This made the councils fundamentally different from the 
feudal political organs of the province." Geng, 1 984, page 57. 
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usually lasted the length of a morning or sometimes also into the afternoon. 12 
The duration of each assembly session was forty days, with an option to 
extend the meetings for ten additional days. In case of an extension, all the 
members would receive their full pay and expenses, with the exception of the 
chairman and thetwovice-chairmen. 13 
As for the cases, some of which will be further outlined in chapter 
six, topics included educational matters such as allotting money for teachers' 
salaries, solving problems involving the use of temples for school buildings, 
and handling scholarship money. Other issues were of a moral nature, 
including abolishing footbinding, superstition, opium, and gambling.14 Geng 
Yunzhi reports from his findings that "the number of bills seems to have 
been in direct proportion to the strength of the constitutionalists there. The 
stronger they were, the more fully the council was used by them for their 
purposes." 15 
Interaction and Organization of the Assembly Members 
When assemblymen from different provinces joined together, they 
were quite influential in propelling activity towards promoting a 
constitution and national parliament. According to the 9-year plan 
established by the Qing government, the national parliament was not due to 
open until 1917.'6 The provincial assemblymen, however, felt that a 
12Fincher, 1 981, page 1 30. 
13Ibid., page 135. 
14Ibid., page 1 36. 
15Geng, 1984, page 59. 
16Fincher, 1 981 , page 94. 
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parliament was needed sooner than the Court's plan of 1917. The Jiangsu 
Assembly chairman, Zhang Jian, rallied leaders from other provincial 
assemblies to organize a meeting in Shanghai after the first session of the 
assemblies had closed in November 1909. 17 The fifty-one representqtives 
that met in Shanghai came from sixteen provinces and included many 
chairmen and vice-chairmen of their respective assemblies. 18 Dongfang 
Zazhi reported at the end of 1909 that the meeting in Shanghai was a 
necessary and urgent measure to save China from dangerous circumstances 
that awaited if a parliament were not convened in the near future. 19 
This meeting initiated the Parliamentary Petition Movement. The 
assemblymen active in this movement chose to petition the Court directly, 
rather than using the channel of the National Assembly, which had convened 
in October 1910.20 This group, the Petition Association for the Early 
Convening of Parliament, went to 8eijing after meeting in Shanghai. After 
the group had petitioned the Court three times, they were ordered to disband 
and prohibited from further petitioning. 21 However, the Court moved the 
starting date for parliament up three years. 
Members from the various provincial assemblies also formed a 
provincial assembly association during the peak of the Parliamentary 
Petition Movement in August 1 91 O. This association designated the month of 
July to hold regular meetings in 8eijing in which its members would discuss 
17Ibid., page 1 48. 
1 8Zhang, in Wright, 1 968, page 1 60. 
19" Quan Guo Ziyiju Chu kai Guohui Jishi (National Assembly Request to Hold 
Congress Meeting)," Dongfang Zazhi, vol.l 2, 1909, page 394. 
20Fincher, 1981, page 178. 
21Zhang, in Wright, 1 968, page 1 61 . 
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the results from the previous meetings of the provincial assemblies. The 
first meeting was attended by ten speakers and thirty-eight councillors. 
They elected the Hubei assembly speaker, Tang Hualong, to be the chairman of 
the provincial assembly association. 22 The main item on the agenda at the 
first meeting was to petition the Court for a national parliament. 
The second meeting was held earlier than the scheduled July date, due 
to numerous uprisings throughout China in 1911.23 The meeting convened m 
May 1 2, 1911 after a new chairman was elected. 24 This session was better 
attended than that of the previous year, witnessing the presence of twenty-
three regular members of the provincial assemblies, as well as twenty-two 
speakers and deputy speakers. 25 The commencement of this meeting also 
coincided with the Qing government's announcement of an Imperial Clan 
Cabinet, a decision that met with strong disapproval from the 
constitutionalists. The provincial assembly association decided to petition 
the Court to replace the Clan Cabinet, emphasizing the" incompatibility 
between an Imperial Clan Cabinet and constitutional monarchism."26 
After thei r fi rst letter was shelved, the association drafted a second 
letter, only this time with a more threatening tone. The second letter was 
also met with disapproval from the Court, which sent a statement to the 
association declaring that decisions involving officials rests with the Court 
and that the provincial assemblies cannot interfere. 27 Although not placing 
22Geng, 1 984, page 101. 
23Ibid., page 105. 
24Ibid., page 103. 
25lbid. 
26Ibid., page 1 04. 
27Ibid., page 105. 
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much hope on the. outcome of their letters, the provincial assembly 
association believed that these ietters would represent their cohesion and 
ability to organize. Members of the association also maintained close ties to 
merchant groups in Shanghai and Wuhan, thus strengthening their own 
capabilities. 28 
On November 11, 1 911, the Court dismissed the Clan Cabinet, after 
five more provinces had declared their independence, following the example 
of Hubei. 29 After announcing their independence from the Qing government, 
the provincial assemblies survived and in most instances actively assisted in 
the shift of power from the Qing government tothe Republican government. 3D 
Further elections were held for provincial assembly members in 191 2 (see 
chapter four) after the Revolution. 
From the above sections, one can further understand the activities of 
the provincial assemblies and the ways in which they followed their own 
initiatives. When larger issues called for participation among the provinces, 
assemblymen established such organizations and activities as the provincial 
assembly association and the Parliamentary Petition Movement. Had the 
assemblies been just an extension of the provincial governors, the 
bureaucracy, or the Court, the activities described above certainly would not 
have occurred. An active civil society can be credited with allowing such 
results. The parliamentary form of politics requires that members of 
parliament or an institution modeled after a parliament are elected by the 
public to represent public interests. Without a viable civil society, true 
28lbid. 
29Fincher, 1 981, page 208. 
3 0lbid., page 207. 
81 
representative government would not be able to function. The following 
chapter will further outline the issues addressed in the Jiangsu and Hubei 
assemblies, thus illustrating specific outcomes in an environment defined 
by civil society. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
TWO CASE STUDIES FROM THE PROVINCIAL ASSEMBLIES 
In discussing the Jiangsu and Hubei assemblies, this chapter will 
further show how civil society enabled the assemblymen to operate 
independently from the state. Singling out two case studies can prove helpful 
in understanding more general features of the assemblies. Rankin supports 
the use of case studies, stating that" sweeping questions of state-societal 
relations can be reduced to more manageable proportions by focusing on a 
specific geographical area, certain spheres of activity, and particular 
segments of the elite." 1 The establishment of the Budget Defense Society will 
also be outlined to show how people outside of the Jiangsu assembly were able 
to organize themselves to support common interests concerning their 
province. Furthermore, the case of Zhang Jian, the speaker of the Jiangsu 
assembly, wi 11 be depicted to illustrate the new type of gentry that emerged 
during the late-Qing era and became involved in the constitutional movement. 
An examination of Zhang Jian's career can further demonstrate the ways in 
which people other than state officials were able to influence and contribute 
to modern Chinese politics. 
The choice of Jiangsu was made because it was strategically important 
I n its proximity to Shanghai, which was the central area of the 
constitutional movement, as well as the first area in China to begin self-
government. 2 Jiangsu~s population was also reported to have been on the 
whole more familiar with modern politics than those in other provinces at 
1 Rankin, 1 986, page 5. 
ZZhang, 1 984, page 1 3. 
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that time. 3 A study of the Jiangsu assembly should therefore prove fruitful in 
understanding the capabilities ,of the assemblies in relation to the state. As 
for the choice of Hubei, although located in central China and differing in 
many ways from a coastal province such as Jiangsu, this province was ~Iso a 
significant region in the constitutional movement. Its proximity to the 
Yangzi River contributed to its wealth and importance in commerce and 
politics during the late-Qing era. Rankin notes the significance of such areas 
when she writes that "the treaty ports became dynamic political centers 
where people organized, expanded thei r demands, and advanced alternatives 
to the imperial system."4 Since Hubei was also home to a fairly large 
number of constitutionalists, the activities in this province will also prove 
valuable in demonstrating the influence of groups outside the state in political 
and social affairs. 
The Jiangsu Assembly 
Organization and Preparation 
The Jiangsu Provincial Assembly has been described as one of the 
more successful assemblies during 1 909-1 911, as it has been labelled a 
'model' in both preparation and operation. 5 Organization in Jiangsu was also 
rapid and smooth. On July 22, 1908 the Qing government issued regulations 
stipulating the establishment of provincial assembly preparation bureaus 
(ziyiju choubeichu). Having been active throughout 1908, the Jiangsu-
Zhejiang Constitutional Preparation Association (Yubei lixian gonghui) 
3Fincher, 1981, page 107. 
4Rankin, 1 986, page 25. 
5Zhang, in Wright, 1 968, page 148. 
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organized a meeting in Shanghai with numerous other individuals and 
organizations on September 1 9, 1908 to request the governor-general of 
Jiangsu to immediately establish a provincial assembly preparation bureau 
for the province. 6 This constitutional organization was composed of 
constitutionalists and possessed no formal ties to the state. 7 After appealing 
to the governor-general to establish this preparation bureau, the 
petitioners' request was granted only two days later. 8 Since the governor-
general did not act on his own to establish the preparation bureau upon the 
Court's announcement, the efforts of the constitutionalists can be seen as 
instrumental in creating this new organization. 
Once the preparation bureau was established, it was responsible for 
assembling a name book of qualified voters. The Jiangsu preparation bureau 
has been credited with efficiency in this task. The Provincial Investigation 
Association (diaochahuJ) published a report just one month after the 
provincial assembly preparation bureaus were authorised to commence. 
This report addressed the progress in gathering names of potential voters, 
concluding that advancements in Jiangsu had been made in this task of 
gathering names. The report also linked these developments to the increase 
of self-government associations that reached into the counties and townships 
to educate people about the election process.9 
Achievements of the preparatory organizations have also been credited 





to the presence of constitutionalists in Jiangsu. 10 Cooperation between the 
Jiangsu Provincial Assembly Preparation Bureau and the Jiangsu 
Constitutional Preparation Assembly has been cited by Fincher as having 
facilitated the election preparations in that province. 11 Another 
organization, the Jiangsu Provincial Assembly Inauguration Research 
Association (Jiangsu kai ziyiju yanjiuhul) was established on April 26, 
1 909 during the elections. 12 This organization has been described as one of 
the more autonomous provincial assembly preparation organizations in 
China, as it was highly influenced by constitutionalists. For instance, it was 
lead by Zhang Jian, who went on to become the chairman of the Jiangsu 
Assembly. Additionally, many of the members of this organization also were 
elected to the Jiangsu Provincial Assembly. 
As for the selection of the assembly members, Jiangsuwas the fi rst 
province to hold elections. 13 These elections operated rather smoothly, as 
few instances of bribery were reported. 14 Eligible voters constituted only 
.5% of the Jiangsu population, or 1 62,472 eligible voters out of a total 
population of 32,282,781 . 15 As most assemblymen were reported to have 
been holders of traditional degrees, Jiangsu was no exception. Members Yao 
Wennan and Huang Yanpei were both holders of the juren (provincial 
degree), as well as acclaimed educators in Jiangsu. 16 Huang Yanpei was also 
10Geng, 1 994, page 52. 
llFincher, 1981, page 107. 
1 2lbid., page 106. 
13Geng, 1 984, page 54. 
14Zhang, in Wright, 1 968, page 148. 
lSFincher, 1 981, page 1 1 2. 
16Geng, 1984, page 56. 
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reputed to have been a revolutionist. 17 
Among the members in all the provincial assemblies, the bourgeois 
constitutionalists were numerous, but never constituted a majority. In 
Jiangsu, only 17 of the 125 assemblymen were from the constitutional 
preparatory associations. 18 Two of the bourgeois constitutionalists include 
Zhang Jiang and Meng Sen. As stated above, Zhang Jian was elected speaker of 
the assembly. He also held the jinshi (metropolitan degree) and was a 
wealthy entrepreneur. 19 Meng Sen was elected secretary of the Jiangsu 
Assembly. He was educated in Japan20 and was the editor-in-chief of the 
constitutionalist journal, DongfangZazhi. 
The Assembly Commences 
In the first session of the Jiangsu Assembly, a total of 1 84 bills were 
proposed (see table two). Of these bills, 71 were submitted by citizens who 
did not hold formal connections to the assembly.21 The provincial viceroy 
and governor issued 1 5 bills and the assemblymen created 98 bills.22 After 
these bills were proposed, 142 were actually discussed, concluding in 
resolutions on 109 bills.23 Of those resolutions, 22 originated from the 
citizens, 72 from the assemblymen and 1 5 from the provincial viceroy and 
17Ibid., page 57. 
18lbid. 
19Ibid., page 56. 
20lbid., page 58. 
21 Dong Fang Zazhi, Volume 1 3, 1 909, page 484. 
22Geng, 1984, page 59. 
23Dong Fang Zazhi, volume 13, 1909, page 485. 
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governor.24 While the bills were mostly initiated by provincial assembly 
members, those proposed by citizens amounted to more than the motions 
advanced by the provincial governor and viceroys. These examples show 
how citizens were not only able to directly influence provincial affC}irs in 
the assembly meetings, but they were also able to vote for the assemblymen, 
thus further influencing political affairs in the province. 
Table 2. Bills Submitted and Passed in the First Meeting of the Jiangsu 
Assembly.25 
bills proposed bill s passed 
assemblymen 98 72 
citizens 71 22 
provincial government 1 5 1 5 
As for the issues themselves, eighteen bills were passed concerning 
business matters, as well as fourteen on education. 26 Forty-five bills were 
passed on government finance, which constituted 41% of the total bill s 
ratified. 27 In hopes to deal with problems of high taxes and increasing 
government debt, thereby alleviating some of the burden from the people, 
numerous bills addressed problems of crooked tax collecting and other forms 
24Geng, 1 984, page 59. 
25lbid. 
26Ibid., page 63. 
27Ibid., page 64. 
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of corruption by officials and clerks.28 Bills on China's sovereign rights 
were also discussed in the assemblies. For example, during the first session 
of the Jiangsu Assembly, a motion was made to forbid foreigners from buying 
land in the province. This resolution became known as the' Bill to St9P the 
[Shanghai] daota/29 from Legitimizing the Transactions of Land Properties 
Outside the Settlements and Concessions.' 30 Moreover, a bill proposed by 
Zhang Jian was passed to give the assembly the duty and power to make all of 
the province's laws and regulations. 31 Other topics discussed in the Jiangsu 
Assembly were of a moral character, including bills to suppress gambling 
and opium smoking. 32 
During the second session of the Jiangsu Assembly, discussion was 
devoted to the failure to implement resolutions made during the first 
session. While the assembly was not responsible for putting such resolutions 
into practice, Zhang Jian nevertheless accused the assemblymen of failing to 
take interest in the decisions after they were passed. 33 Subsequently, another 
bill was ratified that gave the assembly more supervisory powers over the 
application of the resolutions, calling for reports by local officials. The 
governor was also directed to conduct confidential reports concerning the 
validity of the reports made by local officials. 34 This motion did not propose 
to give the assembly members further autonomy from the provincial 
28lbid. 
29A daotai was the chief aide of the governor-general. Fincher, 1 981 , page 1 32. 
30Geng, 1 984, page 69. 
31Ibid., page 61 . 
32Fincher, 1981, page 136. 
33Geng, 1984, page 97. 
34Ibid., page 62. 
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government, but rather to promote a more conducive relationship between 
the two. It also demonstrated the strength of the assemblies in relation to 
the provincial government, as well as the independent nature of the 
assemblies. 
While the Jiangsu Assembly was regarded as one of the more 
successful assemblies, it also experienced conflict with the provincial 
government. However, these occurrences show that when the needs of the 
assembly were not met, its members possessed sufficient power to resolve 
matters without being undermined. In one example, the Lianjiang viceroy, 
Zhang Renjun, did not support constitutionalism and was critical of the 
provincial assemblies. Zhang Renjun's poor relations with the assemblymen 
intensified in 1910 when three Shanghai banks folded and left huge debts 
that needed to be paid to both Chinese and foreign companies. Members of the 
Shanghai Chamber of Commerce requested permission from the provincial 
government to borrow 3.5 million taels from foreign firms. Zhang Renjun 
received approval from the Court for this loan. He also requested another 
loan of three million taels from foreign firms to stabilize the market. The 
provincial assembly had no prior knowledge of this loan and called it a breach 
of power. The problem with this loan was that the assembly did not discuss it 
before Zhang Renjun asked the Court for permission. According tothe organic 
law of the provincial assemblies, plans for such types of loans must first be 
discussed by the assembly before a decision could be made.35 This issue 
35 Geng describes Chapter 6 of the organic law of the provincial council as 
consisting of the following measures: 
(1 ) The council should discuss and resolve on matters concerning the welfare of the 
province; concerning the budget, accounts, loans, and taxes of the provincial 
government; concerning additional duties of the provincial government; concerning 
the preservation and abolition of the rights of the provincial government; 
concerning the election of the members of the Advisory Assembly representing the 
province; concerning replies to inquiries from the viceroy or governor; concerning 
disputes in or among the self-government societies of the province; and concerning 
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created havoc among the assemblymen and the citizens of Jiangsu, as the 
people in the province were responsible for paying back the loan.36 
The conflict between Zhang Renjun and the assembly only grew ,worse 
as the latter called an emergency meeting in March 1911 to discuss Jiangsu's 
budget for that year. As viceroy, Zhang Renjun submitted a budget proposal 
that was to be subjected to changes made by the assembly. After the assembly 
modified his proposals, the viceroy became irate and refused to publish the 
changed budget plan. He also rejected further discussion on the matter. 
Unable to approve a budget for that year, the speaker, deputy speaker and 
resident assemblymen all resigned in protest. The other assemblymen 
followed, thereby dissolving the assembly.37 
Public support was behind the council as other provincial assemblies 
sent telegrams to the Jiangsu Assembly to show their support over the budget 
suggestions from the people of the province. 
(2) Once adopted by the council, the matter must be sent to the viceroy or 
governor for publication and implementation. In case of disagreement, the viceroy 
or governor should explain his views and ask the council to reconsider. When a 
matter is deemed inadvisable, the council should request the viceroy or governor to 
modify it before implementation. If the viceroy or governor still disagrees, the 
matter should be reconsidered by the council. If the council feels unable to change 
its view on this matter, it is to be referred to the Advisory Assembly for a 
decision. 
(3) In case of questions on administrative matters and on the decisions taken by the 
Council Chamber Office, the council has the right to submit them to the viceroy or 
governor for explanation. 
(4) If the viceroy or governor infringes upon its rights or contravenes the law, the 
council should request the Advisory Assembly to inquire into and decide on the 
matter. 
(5) In case an official or a member of the gentry accepts a bribe, the council should 
produce reliable evidence to ask the viceroy or governor to deal with the matter. 
(6) Once discussed and passed by the Advisory Assembly, the matter must be 
carried out by the council and the viceroy or governor. 
Geng Yunzhi, "The Bourgeois Constitutionalists and the Provincial Councils at the 
End of the Qing," Chinese Studies in History, Vol.1 7, No.4, Summer 1984, pp.91-
92. 
36Ibid., page 77. 
37lbid. 
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crisis. Perhaps even more significant was that over 250 merchants, 
scholars and gentry from Jiangsu gathered to organize the Budget Defense 
Society on May 25, 1911.38 The ability of members outside the assembly 
to organize themselves to promote common concern over the budget 
. illustrates the vitality of civil society. This society was not ignored by the 
provincial assembly. As will be shown below, Zhang Jian addressed the 
society after meeting with the Court. 
Jiangsu assemblymen and provincial officials then travelled to 
Beijing to discuss these matters with the Court. 39 While first supporting 
Zhang Renjun, the Court later refused to accept the adjournment of the 
assembly and ordered the viceroy to publish the budget. Despite this Court 
order, Zhang Renjun's new budget resembled neither the original proposal 
nor the one adopted by the assembly. To sustain the upcoming session of the 
assembly, Zhang Jian addressed the Jiangsu Budget Defense Society, 
imploring them to accept the published budget and to prepare for the 
forthcoming session. 40 The motion of the Court to request the viceroy to 
comply with the assembly shows the strength of the assembly over the 
provincial government. Furthermore, this example demonstrates the strong 
backing of public opinion, in the case of the establishment of the Budget 
Defense Society. 
Zhang Jian: Example of the New Gentry in Late-Qing China 
The above paragraphs have briefly discussed the leadership of Zhang 
38lbid. 
39lbid. 
40lbid., page 78. 
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Jian, the chairman ·of the Jiangsu Assembly. This next section will be devoted 
to his career, characterizing . the new gentry that appeared at the end of the 
Qing dynasty. My aim in this task is to show that while Zhang Jian held a 
traditional gentry background, he nonetheless chose to work in a discipline 
outside the conventional area in which the older gentry prospered. I will also 
substantiate that the new gentry were responsible for initiating preparations 
for the provincial assemblies. From her research of Zhang Jian, Bastid has 
made the following conclusion about the new type of gentry that Zhang 
represented. 
The gentry of whom Zhang Jian spoke were those, who, like 
himself, had had a traditional literary education. He assigned to them 
the role of intermediary between the bureaucracy and merchants, <Xl 
the basis of common economic interests. This was an important 
development in the evolution of Chinese society; it demonstrated the 
emergence of a new social class born of these three groups, united by a 
new activity--the development of capital enterprises. It was this 
connection with both the merchants and the bureaucracy that was to 
influence Zhang's political ideas after 1898.41 
Zhang Jian was born in Changle, Jiangsu Province in 1853 to a 
father who was described as a 'rich peasant' and to a mother who was 
literate, which was rare at that time. 42 At the age of five Zhang began his 
education at home with his brothers under the instruction of a private tutor. 
He later attended private school and sat for the district exams at the age of 
fifteen. At the age of eighteen he entered the Shishan Academy in Haimen. 
Three years later, in 1874, Zhang moved to Nanjing and took up the post of 
personal secretary to Sun Yunjin, the appointed magistrate in Nanjing. He 
was also concurrently enrolled at the Xiyin Academy. 
41Bastid, 1988, page 25. 
42Ibid., page 1 9. 
93 
In 1876, he moved to Pukou, near Nanjing, to begin a position in the 
garrison after having been offered a post by Wu Changqing, a leader of the 
Qingliu (pu re party). 43 The Qingliu was opposed to foreign influence and 
openly advocated resistance to foreign presence in China. When Wu 
Changqing died in 1884, the Qingliu was left to disband. Zhang Jian left his 
post after Wu's death and sat for the juren exams (for a provincial title), 
coming in second. He also took the jinshi exams, the highest level of 
exams,44 but failed. 
Zhang Jian then spent the next eight years involved in a variety of 
occupations. In 1887, the governor of Henan appointed Zhang to direct a 
project involving hydraulic works on the Yellow River. The posting, 
however, did not last but a few months as Zhang resigned because he feared 
his proposals would not be accepted. For the next few years he led the life of a 
traditional scholar and taught at several renowned academies. He also 
travelled to Beijing, where he met the reformist, Tang Shouqian. Zhang Jian 
began to read works by the Legalists and to develop an interest in Western 
learning, despite his past affiliation with the Qing/iu. In 1894 he sat for the 
jinshi exams once again, this time finishing first. He was forty-one years 
old and had reached the pinnacle of a traditional literary scholar's career. 45 
However, when his father died in 1895 Zhang chose to return to 
Nantong for the traditional period of mourning, thus relinquishing the 
official post that awaited him. In Nantong he accepted a position from Zhang 
43lbid. 
44Ibid., page 21. 
4Slbid., page 22. 
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Zidong to build a cotton mill.46 It was at this time that Zhang Jian became 
involved in provincial affairs. When Zhang Zidong established a branch of 
the Society for the Study of Self-Strengthening (Qiangxuehul) in Jiangsu, 
Zhang Jian became a member and went on to join several other ~eform 
societies. He took an active part in these associations and drafted edicts for 
improving commerce and agriculture. Through his meetings with fellow 
members, Zhang Jian also developed his understanding of Western 
learning.47 
Although Zhang was active in the reform movement in 1898, he was 
not a follower of Kang Youwei. Bastid writes that Zhang "took a dislike to 
Kang Youwei, considering him arrogant and a hothead."48 While Zhang 
supported the reform efforts, he had warned Kang that reforms should not be 
carried out at a such a quick pace. 49 In 1898 Zhang wrote a pamphlet entitled 
"A Reasoned Discussion on Reform," 50 in which he criticized the examination 
system and proposed to abolish and replace it with a complete school system, 
from primary school to the university level. Technical and professional 
schools would also be established according to his program. 51 He further 
proposed that China should establish prefectural and district councils, each 
consisting of five members. Zhang believed that these members should C<l11e 
from the wealthy and influential gentry and that they should play a 
46lbid. 
47Ibid., page 23. 
48Ibid., page 25. 
49Fincher, 1981, page 107. 
50Bastid, 1 988, page 26. 
51Ibid., page 27. 
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consultative role that would not question the monarchy. 52 
Contrary to the revolutionaries, Zhang did not want to break with the 
government, but wished to have the support of the bureaucracy.53 
interestingly, Zhang~s plan never mentioned a constitution. With these 
ideas, he spent the first six years of the new century in Nantong developing 
education, as well as his enterprises. During this time Zhang responded 
enthusiastically to the Qing reforms. 54 Fincher explains that "since 1894 he . 
had worked mainly in Jiangsu for economic and educational reform from 
outside the bureaucracy--though he enjoyed the support of a succession of 
Nanj ing governors-general." 55 While Zhang worked independently, his I inks 
tothe government demonstrate the ways in which groups or people outside the 
state promoted their own ideas, yet still had some connection with officials. 
His support of the monarchy shows that he wished to work within the existing 
system in hopes of preserving Chinese traditions and customs that had been in 
place for millennia, while at the same time pushing for reforms that would 
improve the weak points of the dynasty. 
In 1903, Zhang's ideas on reform underwent a transformation as a 
result from a visit to Japan. Before he embarked on his trip Zhang had been 
a strong supporter of local autonomy and believed it was the best way in 
which to develop business enterprises under the protection of the 
bureaucracy. He further proclaimed that education and industry were keys 
to local autonomy. However, during his visit to Japan, Zhang learned more 
52lbid. 
53Ibid., page 28. 
54Ibid., page 29. 
55Fincher, 1 981, page 106. 
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about constitutional government and became convinced that political reform 
could best be carried out with a constitution. 
Full democracy was not part of Zhang's plan, as he not did not believe 
In political equality. Rather, he supported a constitutional government with 
local autonomy based on the leadership of the modern gentry. Bastid 
explains that" in Zhang's conception, the masters of the state would neither 
be the people nor the traditional elite, but the modern elite, which had proved 
itself by contributing to the material prosperity of the country." 56 Rowe 
emphasizes that egalitarianism was not a factor of Chinese politics during the 
late-Qing, stating that "the key is rather a multiplicity of power bases, 
whose possessors are to a considerable extent responsible to their 
constituencies and at the same time play a significant role in the governance 
of the system as a whole." 57 Even though the reformers promoted greater 
representation in politics, a complete shift towards universal participation 
would have been a drastic measure that would have completely transformed 
Chinese society. 
Zhang Jian first became politically involved in national affairs when 
he helped to lead Chinese citizens in the Anti-American boycott in 1905. In 
reaction to discriminatory immigration laws in the United States, as well as 
to the mistreatment of Chinese living in the US, merchants, students, and 
dock workers rallied together under the leadership of the gentry to protest 
these unjust policies. It was also at this time that the merchants joined with 
the gentry to support constitutional government, as the former realized that 
56Bastid, 1 988, page 54. 
57Rowe, 1 984, page 344. 
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external threats lingered over their business ventures. 58 Zhang became 
further involved in national affairs after the Qing government announced its 
plan on September 1, 1906 to construct a constitution. Shortly afterward, 
the Public Association to Prepare for Establishment of a Constitution was 
created in Shanghai, electing Zhang Jian and Tang Shouqian as vice-
presidents on December 16, 1906.59 Bastid further credits such groups with 
inciting the Court to issue the edict to build provincial assemblies. She 
explains that "these groups harassed magistrates with their memorials. In 
order to channel their activities, the government became converted to the idea 
of local autonomy."GO 
Once the plan for building provincial assemblies was underway, 
Zhang Jian continued to contribute to the self-government movement in 
Jiangsu, as well as to promote a national parliament in Beijing. In the case of 
Jiangsu, the Qing government allocated two separate assemblies to the 
province, one to be held in Nanjing, the other in Suzhou. G1 Feeling that two 
separate assemblies would undermine the province's strength in self-
government, Zhang organized gentry-merchant groups to fight this plan. 
Their efforts paid off, as the Qing government's plan for two assemblies in 
Jiangsu was overturned. Under the leadership of Zhang Jian, the gentry-
merchants were therefore able to protect the province against the Court's 
challenge to its ability to self-govern. G2 Civil society provided a 
background in which members from the merchant and gentry classes were 
58Bastid, 1988, page 61. 
59Ibid., page 62. 
6olbid. 
61 Fincher, 1981, page 1 29. 
62Ibid., page 1 58. 
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able to initiate and carry out changes in direct contrast to Qing policy. 
Societies established by gentry-merchants for constitutional research and 
preparation, as well as for provincial assembly preparation provided its 
members with means to promote their own objectives. 
As a sidenote, Zhang Jian remained a constitutionalist when the 
Revolution broke out in 1911. He did not join the revolutionaries before the 
outbreak in Wuchang, although he was across the Yangzi River in Hankou 00 
the day of the uprising. However, Zhang suddenly changed his position 00 
December 23, 1 911, becoming an open supporter of the Republic. He wrote 
many articles that discussed the goals of the new government,63 
demonstrating a complete shift from his former position as a 
constitutionalist. 64 Zhang's abrupt transformation parallelled many of the 
constitutionalists, as they hoped that peace could be attained sooner if they 
sided with the revolutionaries. 65 
The Hubei Assembly 
Organization and Preparation 
As in the case of Jiangsu, Hubei was home to a large group of 
constitutionalists. Residents of Hubei were also well aware of the se I f-
government movement that was developing in their country. Modern styles 
63Zhang, in Wright, 1 981, page 1 80. 
64The constitutionalists believed in peaceful reform, rather than sudden change. 
Constitutionalists also looked down on disorder, division and chaos. Therefore, 
anyone supporting the revolutionists could not firmly adhere to the above 
principles. 
65Ibid., page 181. 
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of education played .a key role in spreading ideas that were not included in the 
curriculum of traditional schools in China. Classes in self-government, as 
well as those in teacher training, law, military affairs, and commercial 
matters were attended by over 20,000 holders of traditional degrees66 from 
all counties in Hubei after 1906.67 Organizations labelled 'schools for 
nurturing citizens' (gongmin yangcheng suo) were founded in Wuhan in 
1 907 and enrolled more than one thousand students. 6B Furthermore, by 
1906 over 1 ,700 students from Hubei were studying in Japan. While many 
students in these new schools held traditional degrees and were therefore 
privy to education in China, the new curricula enabled them to learn 
subjects of a modern nature, including new forms of government. 
Associations to promote constitutional government were also organized 
in Hubei. In 1906, the Constitutional Government Preparatory Association 
in Hubei commenced.69 One year later, the Association for Establishing A 
Provincial Assembly (Ziyiju Chuang Ban Suo) was launched. This association 
held classes on self-government and constitutional government, thereby 
enhancing the knowledge of its members. 70 The following year the name of 
the organization was changed to the Provincial Assembly Preparation 
Association. 71 
66 This number constituted 40% of the total 50,000 traditional degree holders in 
Hubei. 
67Fincher, 1981, page 125. 
68Thompson, 1 995, page 102. 
69Zhang, in Wright, 1 968, page 144. 
70SU Yunfeng. "Hubei Sheng Ziyiju yu Shengyihui 1909-1926,11. Jindaishi Yanjiusuo 
Jikan, No. 7, p.423. 
71lbid. 
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Once the plan for establishing provincial assemblies was announced, 
Hubei was allotted 80 repres~ntatives for its assembly.72 Including the four 
members who were on garrison duty, as well as thirteen alternates, the total 
number of representatives in the Hubei assembly amounted to ninety-
seven. 73 Of these ninety-seven representatives, seven held the traditional 
jinshi degree (metropolitan degree), twelve held the juren degree 
(provincial degree), thirty-nine fell into the gongsheng category (senior 
licentiates), thirty-four possessed the sheng yuan (licentiates) and five 
were non-gentry members.74 Some assemblymen included members from the 
Provincial Assembly Preparation Association such as Tang Hualong and Zhang 
Guorong, both of whom had achieved the jinshi degree and had studied in 
Japan. 75 
As for the electorate in Hubei, only .38% of the provincial population, 
or 113,233 men out of a total population of 25,590,308 people were 
eligible to vote. 76 Since the elections were new to the Chinese population, 
various methods were used to educate the public on the election process. As 
mentioned in the section on Jiangsu, self-government associations sent 
members to remote areas to inform people about this new political activity. 
Before the elections commenced, qualified voters in Hubei could also learn 
about the organization of polling places from journals such as Hubei Difang 
Zizhi Yanjiuhui Zazhi (Hubei Local Self-Government Research Association 
Journal). An article from this journal in 1909 outlined a diagram of the 
72Zhang, 1 909, page 1 6. 
73Su, page 424. 
74Zhang, in Wright, 1 968, page 1 51 . 
7SSu, page 424. 
76Fincher, 1981, page 112. 
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ballot, as well as an explanation of how to complete it.77 A clear layout of the 
voting place was also given so that voters would know where to go once they 
arrived at the polling place.78 Therefore, newspapers and journals can be 
seen as part of an enlarged public sphere in Hubei that was able to reach into 
distant areas of the province in order to educate potential voters about the 
elections. 
The Assembly Commences 
As in the other assemblies, the duties of the Hubei assembly included 
making decisions regarding the provincial budget, provincial taxes, 
government bonds, law cases, and ways in which the assembly could mediate 
and arbitrate cases pertaining to the province.79 The activities of the Hubei 
Provincial Assembly began with the resignation of the assembly chairman, 
Wu Qingdao. He relinquished his position after many assemblymen grew 
dissatisfied with the ways in which administrative matters were handled. BD 
The deputy chairman, Tang Hualong, becamethe new chairman. He was also a 
well-known constitutionalist. B1 Once the assembly was commenced under 
Tang's leadership, the issues discussed included matters relating to eduction, 
agriculture, and the railways. In the railway issue, Hubei assemblymen 
along with their counterparts in Hunan initiated unfavorable reaction against 
the Court's decision to use foreign loans to build new railroads in China, 
77Zhang, 1909, page 8. 
78Ibid., page 1 5. 
79Su, page 425. 
8olbid. 
81Geng, 1984, page 57. 
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including the Guangzhou-Hankou railway.82 Although these efforts did not 
develop into substantial protests until the spring and winter of 191083, 
discussion of such issues demonstrate the ways in which the assemblies 
served as a forum for public debate. 
I n the proposals concerning education, specific topics were discussed 
concerning measures for raising funds, raising the literacy rate, and 
reorganizing the department of translation. 84 Proposals relating to tax 
collection were also addressed, including one entitled the" Bill on Eliminating 
the Dishonesties in the Xiaogan Tax System and on Designing a New 
System."85 Tax collection was a serious matter because individuals were 
often overcharged as a result of being counted as a member of two or more 
households. When the individual would take up the matter with the tax 
collector, the former would often be accused of declining to pay. Sometimes 
physical punishment, such as beating, would even be used against the falsely 
accused.86 Other cases of corruption included the refusal of tax collectors to 
turn over all or some of the receipts to payees. These instances could cause 
people to go into severe debt since they would be required to pay more money 
due to a lack of proof of previous fu 11 payment. 87 
Deliberations of the kind just mentioned above show that issues 
discussed in the assemblies sometimes opposed the provincial government, 
82Fincher, 1981, page 133. 
83lbid. 
84Su, page 426. 




thereby supporting the notion that the assemblies were influenced by c iv i I 
society, not by the state. By passing measures to improve the lives of all 
citizens, such as those to eradicate corrupt practices of tax collection, the 
assemblies can be shown to have worked to serve the larger interests of 
the province. 
The meetings of the Hubei Assembly were reported to have been 
disorderly and apathetic, which could account for why only 25% of the 
introduced proposals were discussed during the first session. BB In me 
specific instance, confusion broke out when all of the issues on the agenda me 
day had not been discussed. Speaker Tang Hualong nevertheless dismissed the 
members for an afternoon break. While the recess began at 4: 1 Opm and was 
scheduled to last for one hour, only Tang and nine other members had 
returned to the assembly hall by 5:05pm. Many members had gone to the 
restaurant next to the assembly hall, which opened for dinner at 4: SOpm. 
Although Tang rang the bell signifying the recommencement of the meeting, 
even by 6:00pm not all members had returned. Tang then attempted to 
dismiss the meeting for the day, but some members present discouraged him 
from doing so on two occasions. The meeting finally reconvened at 6: 20pm 
when the last of the assemblymen started to file back into the meeting hall. 
Irate and frustrated, Tang interpreted their late arrival as an indication that 
many assemblymen were not very enthusiastic about the meeting. He 
reprimanded the tardy members for their lack of concern with the public 
welfare.B9 
Some lasting implications of the Hubei assembly included establishing 
89SU, page 427. 
90lbid., page 428. 
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an electorate of over 100,000 people in 1909 and extending those privileges 
to over 2,100,000 people in 191 2.90 The assemblies also proved to have 
been the entrance into politics for a new gentry. In his research on the 
Hubei assembly, Su Yunfeng describes the new political atmosphere in China 
after the first two meetings, explaining that of the assemblymen who were 
elected to office in 1909, most had passed the traditional examinations before 
1905. However, after the 1912 election, members who received new modes 
of education gradually replaced those with traditional degrees. 91 
Furthermore, while in the past many members had studied overseas, the new 
members elected after 1 91 2 were mainly educated in classrooms in 
Hubei.92 Finally, after 1912, the number of wealthy merchants elected to 
the Hubei assembly increased over that from the 1 909 election, representing 
the merchant class's gained social ground.93 From these examples, the 
evidence points towards more inclusive participation in the 1912 provincial 
assemblies. 
A number of conclusions can be made from the preceding examples 
from the Jiangsu and Hubei assemblies. First, the 1909 elections and 
assembly meetings opened politics in China to hundreds of thousands of people 
who would not have had such a chance prior to the twentieth century. As 
shown in the case of Jiangsu, civil society allowed citizens to influence policy 
making in their ability to introduce proposals before the provincial 
assembly. Although they lived under the rule of an authoritarian monarchy, 
citizens were given the chance to express their opinions in the provincial 
91Ibid., page 469. 




assemblies due to .the presence of a civil society. Civil society also allowed 
the developments of other associations that fostered participation, such as the 
Jiangsu Budget Defense Society, as the members of this organization included 
people that were not employed by the state. These types of organizatipns are 
important to civil society, as the latter relies on participation in the public 
sphere to maintain and further develop its objectives and independent spirit. 
Without participation, civil society would be silenced and thus subjected to 
absorbtion by the state. 
The example of Zhang Jian in the Jiangsu case also shows that a new 
-type of gentry with merchant ties was able to exert much more influence in 
political affairs than in previous times. The Hubei case demonstrates that 
circumstances such as corrupt tax collecting were addressed in the 
assemblies in order to give the people a more secure and comfortable life. 
While the assemblies were not completely autonomous, as the governor-
general could dissolve the meetings at any time, they still provided an arena 
in which a wide variety of issues could be discussed in hopes of coming to 





The Fate of the Assemblies 
The downfall of the provincial assemblies began in 1 91 3 when Yuan 
Shi Kai 1 dissolved the Jiangsu, Hunan, and Guangdong assemblies. A formal 
ordinance followed in 191 4 that abolished the remaining assemblies. 2 In 
1 91 8, however, the assemblies were revived under the Second Liberal 
Republic (1 91 8-1 923).3 In contrast to the elections in 191 2, those in 
1 91 8 did not witness as great a voter turnout since Guangdong, Guangxi, 
Guizhou, Yunnan and Sichuan all abstained from participation. 4 Fincher notes 
that the 191 8 assemblies also met with less success in policy making than · 
in the previous assemblies because the deliberations in these meetings were 
"primarily channels for communication between resistance armies or 
parties and an active and supportive national public rather than instruments 
of policy."5 
After the fall of the Second Liberal Republic in 1923, many of the 
efforts that were started by the constitutionalists two decades earlier were 
1 Zhang Pengyuan writes that "Yuan Shi Kai smashed the young system because he 
feared the representatives as an obstacle to his plans to restore monarchy." 
Zhang, 1 984, page 26. 
2Ibid., page 25. 
3Fincher, 1981, page 252. 
4lbid. 
5Ibid., page 266. 
107 
all but abandoned to the nationalist government. 6 Nevertheless, the short 
lived assemblies provided China with many positive results in the 
development of parliamentary government. Groups loosely labelled under 
the term of bourgeoisie learned to work together in the preparat)on and 
adminstration of the assemblies in order to promote common objectives. 
These forms of cooperation were new to Chinese social practices and continued 
to develop into the twentieth century. An electorate of millions was also 
established for the first time. The tasks of registering voters, establishing 
voting districts and polling places, as well as organizations to oversee the 
preparation and supervision of the elections were great accomplishments 
for a huge country that had never before experienced such procedures. 
Therefore, the assemblies helped transform China's conventional social 
hierarchy into a society in which people from various backgrounds were not 
only able to interact more regularly, but also to work together for common 
goals. 
Analysis of Findings 
As shown in chapters one and two, civil society in the Chinese case 
was depicted as a realm of non-state institutions or groups that could execute 
activities according to their own will. While constitutionalist reformers 
embraced Western learning and forms of government, they nonetheless did 
not aim to abandon Chinese traditions. De 8ary explains that" in China the 
formulas tended toward a conservative defense of the traditional way along 
with a progressive adoption of modern Western learning, mostly 
technological at first but increasingly involving more of the Western culture 
6Ibid., page 268. 
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that underlay and informed that technology."? Moreover, theories from 
Mencius and the Legalists can be found in the ideas of reformers such as 
Liang Qichao and Kang Youwei. These ancient theories can also be shown to 
have promoted ideas compatible to chararcteristics that are included in the 
notion of civil society. 
Chapters three and four provided detailed examples of the ways i n 
which civil society was able to further its own objectives. Associations such 
as those that promoted self-government, constitutionalism, women's issues, 
and modern education also developed for the first time in China, enabling 
members to promote common concerns that were not met by the 
state. Many of these organizations operated according to the leadership of 
the gentry and merchants, thereby demonstrating activity initiated by 
citizens outside of the state realm. The private press also grew at this time 
and was instrumental in expanding the public sphere, from which civil 
society prospered. The press energetically dispersed political and social 
ideas throughout China, despite censorship laws passed by the government. 
These chapters also demonstrated that the provincial assemblies were not 
completely autonomous from the state since they were established according 
to a Court edict. However, while the edict stemmed from agitation on the part 
of constitutionalists and other reformers during the first decade of this 
century, the assemblies cannot be labelled as solely a creation of the state. 
Moreover, the ways in which the assemblies were built and administered 
further point to activities of civil society. 
In chapters five and six, the specific case of the provincial assemblies 
further showed that the assemblies were conducted according to the 
7 de Bary, 1988, page 83. 
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assemblymen. The assemblies possessed strength in relation to the 
provincial governments, as the latter never once took measures to dissolve 
the meetings. The independence of the assemblies can also be seen in the 
deliberations of bills that aimed to provide the people with a better life, even 
though such motions sometimes countered unfair practices of local 
governments. These bills concerned issues such as corrupt tax collection, 
eduction, and budgets. 
Under the authoritarian government of the Qing dynasty, the activities 
and events described throughout this thesis could not have developed to the 
extent that they did without strong wi II and determination from spheres 
outside of the state. Utilizing the Western theory of civil society can prove 
helpful in understanding the developments in representative government 
during the late-Qing period. However, understanding traditional 
characteristics of Chinese philosophy and history is also beneficial in order 
to thoroughly comprehend the ways in which civil society evolved in China. 
Specifically, theories from Mencius and the Legalists can help explain 
various ideas and aspirations of the predecessors of the constitutional 
movement, Kang Y ouwei and Liang Qichao. 
Lasting Implications of Civil Society in China 
As studies of civil society during the late-Qing era have been 
undertaken by numerous scholars, questions about the longevity of c iv i I 
society in China ultimately surface. Although such a question deserves 
further research and comprehension of events after the 1911 Revoiution, 
some observations have been made about an enduring civil society in China. 
Rankin has concluded that civil society in China did not survive after the fi rst 
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witnessed during the 1930's and 1940's.8 On the other hand, some scholars 
have expressed that civil society in China has been a long-term trend since 
the end of the Qing dynasty. They believe that the events of 1949 only 
imposed a disruption, not a halt to civil society.9 Additionally, when ,writing 
about contemporary events, McCormick, Su and Xiao contend that "the growth · 
of civil society in China is part of a trend reaching back to the late Qing 
Dynasty. Establishing this linkage means that perhaps we can begin to 
rethink what has been happening during this whole period." 1 0 
Whether or not China has continued to possess civil society throughout 
this century is a matter to be taken up in further research of the events that 
followed the 1 911 Revolution. Nonetheless, recent studies of civil society in 
the Chinese case demonstrate that Western concepts have been and will 
continue to be applied to non-Western cases. Moreover, one should not deny 
the application of civil society to the Chinese case, since doing so would 
downplay the influence of new spheres that emerged at the end of the Qing 
dynasty, which helped change social and political realms. However, one must 
also view the Chinese case in terms of its unique background in order to 
better comprehend the complexities and differences that it possessed in 
comparison to cases in the West. Without considering the specific historical 
characteristics of each case, broad generalizations and perhaps even 
incorrect conclusions will result. 
8Rankin, 1993, page 1 58. 
9McCormick, Su, and Xiao, 1 992, page 1 82. 
10lbid., page 1 99. 
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